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      Winter in Croydon was always dull. Cold, damp and dull. Rarely did it snow, rarely were there clear sunny days, and cold miserable rain fell like it owned the place. Summer could be stifling, with the density of buildings, hot traffic pollution and a lack of breeze that turned the city into an oven.

      “Shame some summer heat couldn’t be stored for days like today,” said DS Amanda Lacey, as she and DC Jack Rutherford dodged the raindrops. “Even the smallest amount of heat would be welcome right now,” she grumbled as they dashed from Jack’s car towards the white mobile food van. They stood huddled together under the far-too-small striped awning along with two other hungry individuals. There was barely enough room for all four of them, and Amanda’s trouser seat and legs, exposed to the elements, were getting damper by the minute.

      She and Jack were on their way to see a CI, a confidential informant, and had stopped for sustenance. Amanda’s stomach had been making more noise than a motorway grader levelling the road surface as they drove, so rather than treat the CI to the noise, they’d pulled over for food. Jack had his fun facts handy and as always chose that moment while they sheltered to educate her and the other two suits.

      “A rumbling stomach is the sign of a healthy digestive system as well as possible hunger. Did you know that?”

      “No, Jack, can’t say that I did, though you’ve enlightened me once again.” She smiled, knowing there was more to come, grateful for the distraction of waiting under the wet awning. “Do tell me more.”

      “It’s your digestive muscles contracting and releasing little pockets of gases that build up, which is why your gut gurgles after a meal, but more so when it’s empty. There’s food absorbing the noises when your tum is full, so it’s quieter. Then, as you get hungry it growls, letting you know it’s ready to take food on board.”

      “Good to know. Thanks, Jack.”

      They stepped forward to place their order.

      “Two bacon rolls and two teas, please. No sugar,” said Amanda. She turned back to Jack, who was looking a little dubious. She knew exactly why. “You can’t have a bacon roll and sugar in your tea if you’re going to lose that weight, Jack. You can’t have it both ways,” she told him as gently as she could. “Which would you prefer to give up today – bacon or sugar?”

      Jack conceded with a submissive sigh. “If it was up to me, I’d have two sugars in my tea,” he said petulantly.

      “Well, it’s a good job it’s not up to you, then. Your doctor told you to drop a few pounds for a reason and it’s better you do it now than when you get much older. It’s easier on your body all round.”

      Jack saluted Amanda cheekily, as he often did. Even though she was technically his boss, they were extremely close work partners and friends too.

      “Well, I’m having a dash of brown sauce. Can’t eat bacon without it.”

      “As you wish.” Amanda turned back to watch their rolls being put together and slotted into paper bags. The man inside the caravan had heard the brown sauce conversation and slipped a sachet in alongside one roll before handing them both to Amanda.

      He handed over two white cups and Jack took them both. There was no need to ask which was which.

      “I’ll get the car opened,” Jack said, and dashed off to let himself in

      Amanda followed a moment behind him. Inside, she put the bags down, shook her head and ruffled her blonde hair with her fingers in hopes of heading off a bad hair day. Her short, loose curls had a habit of looking like an angora goat once they’d got wet. Marilyn Monroe she was not, though she had the hourglass figure buried beneath her sensible work attire. As a detective, there was little point in her wearing heels and tight skirts like they did on Netflix; she was more the Doc Martens type – highly polished and just as tough.

      Glancing in the rear-view mirror, she sighed at the wet angora looking back at her, then wiped her side of the windscreen with the back of her hand so she could see out to the rain.

      “What’s so interesting out there?” Jack asked her.

      “Just watching those two over in that car, the ones who were being served when we pulled up.”

      “What about them? They’ll be on their lunch break, same as us, probably.”

      “Well, that’s just it. They look like they don’t normally eat from a roadside van, and since they got in their car, they haven’t touched their food. The bags are still on the window ledge. I can see them.”

      “Well, maybe they’re talking or something.”

      Amanda didn’t reply as she finished her own roll and sipped her tea. More cars pulled up, more suits bought their lunches and then hurried back to their vehicles as the rain fell. Finally, the original navy BMW pulled away, spinning its wheels on the loose wet gravel. The passenger window opened and an arm appeared and threw two white bags and two white cups out into the bushes. Then they were gone.

      “Now that’s odd, don’t you think?” asked Amanda.

      “Yeah, I’d say so. Who throws perfectly good bacon rolls away – and why?”
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      “Fancy a swift one before home?”

      Duncan looked at his watch; he was one of the few men at the station to still wear one. It informed him it was just before 7 p.m. and he’d been due home an hour ago. He looked at it a moment longer, asking it for the answer: to drink or not to drink; that was the question. With no obvious clue as to what he should do, he let his own head guide him.

      “Just one – why not?” he said. And that was that. DS Duncan Riley collected his few loose belongings off his desk and made his way out of the Greater Manchester police station accompanied by his colleague and friend DS Rochelle Mason. Neither of them spoke until they were clear of the building. A comfortable yet excited silence buzzed through both their bodies, though each kept it from the other.

      Rochelle finally broke the silence as they approached their individual vehicles, which were parked next to one another. Duncan’s car bleeped loudly as he pressed his key fob.

      “Usual place?” he asked her.

      Rochelle was still busy fumbling in her bag for her keys. “May as well, if it’s just a quickie,” she said at last. Even though he couldn’t see her eyes shining in the light from the streetlight, he knew they would be; her tone had given the game away. As a detective, he didn’t miss a trick, not from a criminal, and certainly not from a flirty colleague. And besides, he liked it. He watched as she slipped astride her Triumph motorbike, started the engine, and pulled her helmet on. The throb vibrated through them both. She lifted her visor to speak. Her breath floated on the cool evening air, forming a long cloud in front of her, like cigarette smoke, only far sweeter.

      “I’ll see you there. I’ll have a lager and lime if you get there before me.” She winked at him invitingly and made her way cautiously out of the car park. Duncan pushed a lustful thought away and smiled to himself as he slid inside his car.

      He pressed the ignition and the engine sprang into life. Putting the car into gear, he accelerated out of his spot and then pulled alongside Rochelle’s bike at the exit.

      “And I’ll have a pint, no lime!” he yelled through his open window. But he knew she would arrive after he did – not that she was a sponger. No, she had a different reason.

      Rochelle liked to make her entrance.

      At nearly six feet tall with a dirty blond ponytail, she was a real head-turner, particularly in snug jeans and a leather jacket. With a generous mouth and bright blue eyes, she’d appeared in many of her male colleagues’ dreams at some point or other. And a fair few of his own, he had to admit, though nothing had ever come of them.

      At the bar, Duncan resigned himself to buying Rochelle another lager and lime, and the thought of her brought another smile to his otherwise tired face. And tonight, like other nights, it was two work mates, one drink. Any more and it would be another row for sure, though not with Rochelle but with the other woman in his life – his wife Sam.

      The very thought of Sam sent a ripple of depression through his body. The feeling was not new to him over recent months, but as Rochelle made her entrance into the crowded bar, the thought shimmied off back from whence it came and he enjoyed the view while it lasted. He waved her over and noted the envious looks of the other male drinkers; there was apparently a fair amount of hormonal jealousy in the room. He chuckled to himself as he watched her pick up her lager and tip the glass back greedily, the golden, frothy liquid vanishing as she half-drained it. She slammed it down on the bar and let out a satisfied gasp. A bit of white foam stayed on her top lip and she cleared it expertly away with her tongue. Watching the whole scenario play out in front of him, Duncan realized he was gawping – much like the other men immediately around them. He closed his mouth again, embarrassed. Did she know she had such an effect on men? Because if she did, she never let on or played to it, particularly – except while making an entrance, that was.

      “Thirsty?” he said evenly?

      “You bet. I’ve been dreaming of that since about four o’clock. With my nose stuck in paperwork all day, I’ve been dying to break away for a swift one, but alas, it wasn’t to be.” She waved her arms around the room as though acting in a Shakespearian play. Always the exuberant, theatrical one.

      Duncan nodded and sipped at his own lager, waiting for the conversation to flow to something other than work, though what she said next wasn’t really what he wanted to talk about.

      “How’s things at home? Are you still hiding out?” She took another long mouthful of lager. There was no malice in her voice, just friendly enquiry. It was no secret at the station that Duncan and Sam weren’t getting on too well, though it wasn’t discussed out loud. Sam could be a real ball-breaker at times, and a lazy one at that. How and why she’d turned out to be so was still a mystery to Duncan, and most of the time he ignored it. Until they rowed, that is. This was becoming much more frequent, and he had noticed increased venom from her side. He pushed the gloomy thoughts to the back of his mind now and answered Rochelle’s question.

      “That’s why I’m having a swift one, and only one. Gives me chance to unwind before I get re-wound. Call it Dutch courage.” It sounded sad and pathetic to his own ears. He picked up his glass and took a couple of large gulps, partly to keep up with Rochelle’s consumption and partly to find the hit that came with the alcohol. “So, no, things are no better. I wish they were,” he added. Their eyes met for a second or two and he could see the pity in hers. Was there pity in all his colleagues’ eyes? It wouldn’t surprise him. He felt her arm around his shoulder and made no move to change it. It was welcome, and he knew she was being a mate, that there was no ulterior motive at play. He forced a smile before draining the last drops in his glass.

      “Thanks for your concern, Rochelle. Let’s hope today was a good day for her or else I’ll be back here drowning my sorrows in an hour.”

      “I won’t wait for you, then. Let’s be positive.”

      She pecked him lightly on the cheek, and he got to his feet to head home.

      Home. Could he call it that? It didn’t feel like it much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The air was as cold as a snowman’s ear as Duncan pulled up outside his house. The street was quiet, too cold for even the hardiest of kids to be loitering outside or kicking a ball around their back garden. Dogs had been walked, owners tucked up in the warmth back inside until nearly bedtime, when the back door would be opened briefly for toilet emergencies and final calls before the household retired for the night. Duncan was glad he didn’t have a dog to worry about, something else to be left up to him to look after.

      He stayed put in the driver’s seat, the last remaining heat seeping out of the metal to meet the cold and evaporate into the night like a ghost. The lights in the lounge were on, curtains closed so only a chink of gold shone from the top where the two curtains joined in a thin wedge shape. The only other rooms with a light on were the girls’ bedrooms, the light reflecting down onto the small grassy garden below. He opened the car door, and the frosty air enveloped him as he grabbed his bag from the seat next to him and headed for the side entrance and warmth. Inside, he closed the door quietly and stood listening for a moment. The only sound was the TV. He heard the familiar notes of Coronation Street’s theme music playing out before news of yet another caramel biscuit you simply couldn’t do without filled the gap. Maybe she’d come out to greet him, get his dinner out of the oven, make a hot drink, even, he thought, but so far, the only warmth greeting him was from the central heating.

      No surprises there, then.

      Duncan placed a smile on his face and pushed open the door into the lounge. Sam was spread out on the sofa, a mug of tea on the small table next to her, spilled crumbs from a half-finished packet of biscuits beside it. Not caramel, as the advert had suggested; just chocolate. Without turning to look at Duncan or greet him properly, she said simply, “Hi.” That was the sum of it.

      “Hi, Sam. Had a good day?” he enquired, struggling to keep the aggravation from his voice.

      Still without turning, she replied, “Not bad.” She couldn’t have sounded any more nonchalant if she’d tried. Duncan noticed she was in her nightdress and robe, her hair all mussed up. That in itself wasn’t a problem; it was evening, after all. But it was what she had been wearing when he’d left her that morning to go to work – except then she’d been under the bedclothes.

      Sam hadn’t bothered to get dressed all day.

      All. Sodding. Day.

      Stay calm, Duncan.

      “I’m guessing you’ve eaten already?” he said evenly.

      “Yes. Me and the girls had fish fingers at five o’clock.”

      The kids must be sick of fish fingers by now.

      She still hadn’t taken her eyes off the TV; he might as well have not been there.

      “Right. Okay, well, I’ll make myself something to eat, then.” He waited a moment, in the unlikely event she might just oblige and be helpful, just for a change. After all, she’d been home all day, as she was every day, and he’d been out grafting for the last eleven hours. While he didn’t expect her to serve him, he did expect some sort of a meal in motion; she didn’t have much else to do. But it was too much to wish for; he knew that. This was the same thing that happened most nights now, so why was he surprised? Why he hadn’t stayed on and eaten at the pub or grabbed a takeaway on the way home he’d no idea; at least he’d have had a hot meal and a smile for his trouble.

      Duncan headed for the kitchen and pulled the fridge door open; the bright light glared into his eyes in the otherwise dark room. Milk, cheese, two eggs and half an open can of baked beans. Slipping his jacket and tie off and dropping them on to a kitchen chair, he busied himself beating eggs and grating cheese, then shoved two slices of bread into the toaster. The smell gave him comfort; at least his meal would be hot and tasty. He sprinkled salt and pepper into the egg mixture and heated the beans in the microwave. Within a couple of minutes, he had a decent cheese omelette, toast and beans. He set the food down on the table ready to eat. He was exhausted, and even though he was famished, he felt totally deflated as he sat down.

      That was when Sam walked in, shuffling in her too large slippers. She bent and took a piece of his toast.

      “Didn’t think to make me any, then?” she said, her voice full of hatred as she bit into the slice.

      Duncan sat still, breathing evenly. “You’ve already eaten, you said.”

      “So?”

      “So, it’s gone seven p.m. and I have just finished work and made myself something to eat. I’m knackered and hungry, so if you don’t mind, I’ll eat first, and we can argue later.” He picked up his knife and fork again and started on his omelette, scooping a forkful into his mouth to stop himself from getting into another argument with her.

      “Selfish pig,” she hissed in his ear.

      Duncan’s stomach rolled. Here she goes – here we go again.

      He heard her put more bread into the toaster. He stayed quiet, eating and hoping she wasn’t going to kick off.

      But he was wrong.
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      Spittle flew from her mouth as she ripped into him. Duncan had barely eaten half of his meal but he downed his cutlery to add his side, hurling his fuel onto an ever-burning fire between them. Some couples thrived on their own heat and enjoyed make-up sex afterwards, but not Sam and Duncan. They’d gone way past that and there was no going back. There was not a day went by now that they didn’t have crossed words, unless they weren’t physically in the same place.

      “What are you getting so upset for again, Sam? Eh? What I have done now to piss you off so much? Tell me, because I’d love to know!”

      “You didn’t ask me if I wanted some toast, you selfish pig,” she spat at him. Specks of spittle landed on his face.

      “Really? That’s what this is all about? You’ve been home all day, not even got showered and dressed while I’ve been at work, and you want me to make you toast?” He stopped himself short of adding what he really wanted to add.

      “Would it have been so hard to ask?” she yelled back.

      Duncan shook his head in disbelief and sat back down to finish his meal, though eating in such a wound-up state was virtually impossible.

      “Well? Aren’t you going to answer me?” Her voice pierced the air.

      “Keep your voice down, will you? We don’t need the whole street hearing our senseless row again, nor the girls, for that matter.”

      “Well, you started it!” But Duncan was no longer listening. He was simply trying to swallow what was in his mouth, his stomach constricting in temper. What the hell was wrong with her? What had happened to the mother of his children, the woman he’d married, the woman he’d loved? But he couldn’t hold back any longer. He leapt to his feet, chair scraping noisily like a Gatling gun firing round after round into the small space, momentarily shocking her into quietness. Duncan lunged at her face first, his turn to let spittle fly.

      “You’re a lazy cow, that’s what you are!” he yelled. “I’m sick of it. Look at you, just look at yourself, will you?” He snatched a deep breath before carrying on with the tirade within him, one that had been wrestling to get out. “You’re a slob! The house is a mess and I’m more than sick of it. I’ve had it up to here,” he said, motioning to his temple with a stiff forefinger, “so either you sort yourself out, or I’m off. And don’t think I won’t take the girls away with me because I will. And right now, you’re not a fit mother to have them around anyway. Get some help, get whatever it is that puts some sense and pride back inside you, and do it quickly, because if there is no change, if you’ve not got yourself sorted in the next two weeks, that’s it. I’m done, finished.”

      The remaining air in his lungs drained out in a rush before he sucked a fresh breath in to refill them. Neither of them said a word. The sound of Coronation Street played out in the other room. Apt, really, their row playing out with the credits. If only it were that simple.

      Duncan was the first to move. He headed straight upstairs to his two daughters, who had more than likely heard every nasty word, leaving Sam looking stunned and speechless where she stood. He knew the waterworks would be starting round about now, but that had stopped working on him when he’d stopped caring any more. He gathered himself as he approached the children’s rooms. Jasmine’s door was ajar, her light shining into the hallway, so he pushed at it gently and stuck his head around the corner. Both girls were sat together on her bed; both their faces were full of sadness and worry. Jasmine had a stuffed rabbit on her lap and was stroking its felted-up ears. She’d had the toy since she was a toddler and no amount of her parents’ ‘losing’ it had worked, though one day she knew it would fall to pieces and Mr. Rabbit would be no more. Duncan did his best to fix a bright smile and lighten the mood. Seeing them visibly upset broke his heart. He kneeled down on the floor to their level, scooped them both into his arms, and kissed them both in turn on the soft part of their necks, their favourite thing.

      “Mmm, you two both smell good,” he quipped, trying to make them smile, but on this occasion, he was way off the mark. Sensing their distress and knowing his daughters were no fools, he sat back on his heels and tried to explain.

      “I’m guessing you heard Mummy and me shouting again, and I’m sorry you had to hear it.” Two sets of quiet, sad eyes looked at him. Jasmine nodded.

      “Sometimes, grownups don’t agree on things,” Duncan went on, “and we get noisy rather than talking about it properly. Like you get noisy with each other on occasion. But a few minutes later, everything is okay again and not so noisy. That’s all that Mummy and I were doing. We weren’t agreeing, so we got noisy. And we’re sorry. Okay?”

      Victoria nodded this time as Duncan leaned back in to give them a squeeze.

      “All right, then,” he said briskly, determined to restore order and happiness. “Let’s have a race to see who can get into their PJs and into this bed, and I’ll tell you a true story about the dragons that used to live in the woods by the park.”

      That did the trick; their parents’ shouting was almost forgotten as Victoria and Jasmine scrambled for sleepwear and then jockeyed for position in the one bed. Duncan helped by fetching another pillow from Victoria’s room and smiled as they both sat up ready for the best story two young girls could ever hope for.

      Duncan was going to have to make it a good one, he knew, and a long one. Maybe by the time he went back downstairs, Sam would have had time to think about his ultimatum and switch the tears off.

      He could only hope.
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      For a change, Duncan was pleased that Sam was still asleep this morning. After their unholy row last night, they’d avoided one another for the remainder of it, she slinking off back to the sofa sulking, he reading exaggerated dragon stories to the girls. The thought amused him as he shaved in the bathroom – the two sad faces turning into bright little ones as the story had got more exaggerated and unbelievable. Maybe he should have recorded it for future use, something to draw on again and extend on for another night. He’d been tempted to let the girls sleep in one bed together and take the other himself, but he’d never been one for sleeping separately like other rowing couples did. So, after he’d tucked the girls into their beds, he’d climbed dutifully into the marital bed, keeping to his own side. Sam had kept to hers, and nothing else had been said.

      He rinsed his shaver blade under the tap and turned the shower on. As water tumbled over his head and rinsed the remaining shaving soap from his face, he rubbed his hands roughly up and down his face and pondered the day ahead. The case they were working on had taken its toll on many of the detectives; cases involving children always did. Had that been the catalyst for his outburst last night, he wondered, or was he right in his observations of how his wife had become? Calling her a slob had been mean, but deep down he knew it was true. She wasn’t ill, after all; she had become lazy, and not showering and dressing all day was not what most people did, home all day or not.

      The smell of citrus filled the shower cubicle as he lathered his body in soap and rinsed, feeling more awake than he had a few moments ago. While it was still early, he planned to have a quiet breakfast on his own then stop for a takeaway coffee and muffin on his way in. Working such long hours on the case, all he wanted was some peace and quiet, some time to himself, some time to think. In a perfect world, a weekend away – on his own – would do him the world of good, but there was little chance of that anytime soon. Maybe he’d get some respite on the tactical training course he had coming up – if it didn’t get cancelled beforehand. With all resources being thrown at the missing children case, he wouldn’t be surprised if they couldn’t spare him to go. And of course, the child was more important than his tactical training and a cheap hotel overnight stay.

      He stepped out of the shower and dried himself off quickly. Wearing only his underpants, he tiptoed around the bed to his wardrobe and fetched the clothes he needed. There was no sound from Sam as he took his clothes downstairs and finished dressing in the lounge. He poured cereal into a bowl, added milk and sat in the near darkness – again. It hadn’t been that long ago he’d been sat in the same place trying to eat his omelette during a screaming match. At least it was peaceful now.

      His phone vibrated on the tabletop. The screen said it was Rochelle.

      “Morning, early bird. What’s up?” He listened while he crunched.

      “You sound like a cement mixer. What are you eating?”

      “Muesli. It’s good for you.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Prefer a bacon sandwich myself with plenty of ketchup, but I didn’t ring to discuss breakfast options.”

      “Oh?” Crunch, crunch, crunch.

      “Thought you might like to know another child went missing last night. Another girl, seven years old, so similar in age to the others. She was playing with her friend in their back garden and then suddenly she wasn’t anymore. Mother reported her missing at about eight p.m. after she’d searched and called her friends.”

      “Eight p.m.? Why so late? It would have been dark long before then.”

      “Let’s just say the mother was out of it. Poor kid probably wasn’t even noticed as missing until she’d been gone a couple of hours. Fat lot of help the mother is going to be, I’m afraid. You nearly ready to leave? I’ll fill you in properly.” Duncan was draining his bowl as she spoke.

      “Just leaving now. Want a coffee on my way in?”

      “Always.”

      They hung up. It wasn’t just on American cop shows they did that. Rochelle did it all the time and Duncan had found himself copying, though not intentionally. It really pissed some people off, including Sam. He shook his head to dislodge the thought of his sleeping wife and all that meant. He grabbed his jacket and left through the side door, closing and locking it behind him. If she was going to lie in bed a few more hours, at least the girls would be safe from potential intruders.

      The outside was drizzly and cold, the slate-grey sky hanging heavily with no chance of the smallest chink of blue to ease the oppression of the coming day. Duncan turned the car’s heater on full; tepid air blasted at the windscreen and he willed the engine to warm it quickly. When a small, round space had been cleared on the glass, he pulled out into the road and headed off for coffee and then the station.

      Watching from the bedroom window, Sam stood gazing down as his car drove off into the wet, grey distance. Her face was blank. There were no tears; there was no emotion. Nothing registered on her face. Apart from dislike.
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      The coffee shop was her local and looked like any other chain of coffee shop. Red or green logo – you choose; it was about all that was different. The same food, the same coffees, the same featureless service and the same unsmiling people, customers and staff. There really must be a nicer place to meet.

      Sam nursed her latte and filled Anika in on the previous night’s events. Anika listened with some interest, making relevant noises at pertinent times to let Sam know she was still paying attention. Anika had heard her friend’s grumblings about Duncan on many occasions but stuck it out anyway. What else was a friend supposed to do?

      Sam whined on. “And when he said he was off if I didn’t change, it put the fear of God into me. He’s been no support whatsoever while I’ve been trying to get another job and it’s really upsetting me. Why can’t he come home one night, just once, and hand me a bunch of flowers or a box of chocolates or something nice? Maybe wrap his arm around me? Why not, eh?”

      When Sam looked up from her drink, she had tears in her eyes. Anika put her arm around her shoulder in comfort. Sam let the tears spill over and trickle down her face. Her nose started to run and she blew it loudly into her serviette. Snuffling, she scrunched it up and tossed it onto the table for the staff to clear away. Anika bit back a grimace of distaste.

      “It’s not nice when you have a row, I know, but you’ve got to clear the air Sam,” she said. “Tell him how you feel. He might not know that you feel unsupported and stressed. If he did, he might cut you some slack, help you around the place, do his bit, like. It’s worth a go, isn’t it?”

      Sam nodded. “I’ll have a chat when he gets home. But he’s always late back in the evenings now, and knackered, so it might not be a good time.” The whine was back in her voice again

      “There’s never a good time,” Anika said, willing herself to be patient, “but you have to try. No one ever wants to talk about their issues, but you can’t fix things if you both don’t accept they need fixing.”

      “I’ve tried to get another job, I really have, but there’s not a lot out there. Not one that doesn’t pay peanuts, anyway, and I’m not going flipping burgers somewhere. I’m better than that. I had a decent job twelve months ago. It wasn’t my fault they downsized. I liked it there.”

      Anika felt the sting of the burger comment but kept her face carefully neutral. Sometimes Sam could be so thoughtless, but Anika was stronger than people gave her credit for.

      “I know, Sam, but getting another job, whatever it is, will at least get you out the house again, give you a purpose. More than the girls, I mean. It will be good for your spirit.”

      Sam rolled her eyes at the word spirit. Anika was a believer and Sam wasn’t, but that didn’t stop Anika mentioning it.

      “There’s loads of jobs you’re qualified to do, Sam. I think you need to get a bit more active on it, though, be proactive even. Send your CV on spec, see what comes back.” Sam nodded half-heartedly and Anika took a deep breath. Sam’s lack of interest was beginning was to rub on her and she could feel her exasperation simmering.

      Gathering her things, she fixed a smile on her face. “Look, I’ve got to get off now, as much as I’d like to sit drinking coffee all day. Give me a buzz tomorrow and let me know if you talk to him and get things sorted. But do try, won’t you? And take another look at your CV, see if you can beef it up a bit. Make a list of where you’d like to work and I’ll help you if you like.”

      Sam had her head down, finding a stray piece of cotton on her thigh of immense interest.

      “Sam?” Anika prodded. “Give it a go, yes?”

      “Yes. I’ll give it a go. And thanks for listening.”

      Sam sat with her coffee dregs, watching as her best friend left the café, headed outside into the light rain that had yet to let up. The remaining cold froth in the bottom of her cup looked uninviting, and she’d had enough coffee for one day. She gathered her phone and her bag and trudged out of the café through the same exit, leaving the soiled serviette in the middle of the table.

      The cashier glared at her back, knowing full well what was inside it. The gall of her, she thought, and headed off to the storage room for a pair of rubber gloves.

      Once outside, Sam walked towards the newsagents to buy a newspaper. Maybe Anika had been right; maybe getting herself a job, even a basic one, would make her feel better, a bit more upbeat, until she found something more suitable. She didn’t have to stay there forever, did she? Just until she found something better, at any rate. And she’d spruce up her CV, spend the afternoon on the job sites. The more she thought about it, the more energy she gathered for the task ahead. If she was going to save her marriage, she had to do something.

      She selected the local paper and a packet of chocolate Hobnobs.

      ‘By the end of the day’, she told herself, ‘I’ll be ready to roll.’

      After she paid the cashier, she unravelled the top of the packet of biscuits and stuffed half of one into her mouth in one go. The sweet, oaty chocolate biscuit soothed her nerves, and she chewed contentedly as she walked back towards her house.

      The walk took her twelve minutes. The packet of Hobnobs was fully devoured within ten.
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      It was no use. They needed more working capital; there was no getting away from it. As Luke thoughtfully scratched his designer stubble chin, he knew they’d exhausted most of their options. The banks weren’t interested in yet another underfunded, bright but wacky startup idea; nor were the few investors they’d approached. It seemed unless you were a tech startup, you weren’t trendy enough to warrant the interest. And even then, it was tough going, but at least you were taken a bit more seriously.

      Their venture was food – mobile food vans with a trendy take on traditional foods: gourmet organic burgers and mouth-watering pulled pork in BBQ sauce. But while it was a sexy idea, to the moneylenders it was also a huge risk. Everyone knew the food business failure rates were catastrophic, but Luke and Clinton felt otherwise. They’d had the idea, made their plan and were hell bent on making it work – not becoming another depressing statistic.

      Luke was aware Clinton was talking to him and pulled his mind back to the present.

      “Sorry mate, I missed that last part.”

      “I think you missed most of it, didn’t you? Were you listening at all?” Clinton said indignantly. Luke had the good judgment to apologize.

      “Sorry, Clinton. My bad. I was just thinking about not being that failure statistic – drifted off for a moment. But I’m back in focus now.” He slapped his thighs noisily. “Tell me again?”

      Luke sighed loudly and pushed his specs back up his sweaty nose.

      “I said, maybe we should revise our presentation. Maybe it’s too dull, too many figures in it or something. Whatever it is, it’s not doing us any favours, is it? Either that, or it’s how we ourselves are presenting the info when we get in front of prospective lenders and investors. Maybe we should look at the whole thing again with fresh eyes, or, better yet, ask someone else to give us their educated opinion. It’s got to be worth a try, has it not?”

      Luke rubbed his stubble again in thought. “I am thinking as I sit here. I heard every word that time,” he said, smiling easily.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. When you’re ready, do tell me your thoughts, won’t you?”

      Luke tapped his chin with two fingers now. “Well, aside from doing something dodgy to raise the money, like becoming hit men or drug dealers, I guess we don’t have much of a choice. I can’t see what we’re doing wrong, but there’s obviously something not hitting the spot, because I feel sure the idea itself is sound. We’re just not explaining it well enough or succinctly enough, maybe, or perhaps the offer itself needs adjusting.”

      “You mean like the percentage on offer for the investment? You want to give more than ten percent away?”

      “I don’t want to, no, but if ten percent is not attractive enough for the money we’re after…” He paused. “Think Shark Tank or Dragon’s Den. They barter on the percentage given away for the sum invested. The contestants rarely get what they go in for. I’m saying we have perhaps been a bit too optimistic.”

      “I’m happy to negotiate, but we have no one to negotiate with yet. We’re not even close to either. It’s like selling your house – you’ve got to have someone interested in it first to talk price with, and we have no one.”

      The small room fell quiet as both men sat deep in thought. After a few minutes, Clinton got restlessly to his feet. Even though it was a cold, wet day outside, the space was stuffy and he needed some air.

      “I can’t think straight in here. It’s too warm. Want a coffee? I need a walk.”

      “No, thanks. Want me to come with you?”

      “No, I need to think. I won’t be long.” He headed out.

      Luke stood and walked across to the window. Raindrops ran down the glass, and he watched people scurrying through the street below, most wielding brightly coloured umbrellas, indicating that there were women under them. Men never carried coloured ones, usually sticking to black, blue or grey. Why was that, Luke wondered?

      He watched as Clinton emerged from the front door and made his way towards the small green park area and the coffee shop just past it. Luke knew his partner well; he needed his air and space. He even had a favourite seat in the park where he’d escape each day with his packed lunch, weather permitting, and watch the world go by. It was where Clinton did his best thinking.

      Turning from the window, all Luke could do was hope Clinton had a brain wave while he was out because, right now, they were out of ideas.
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      Clinton sat looking at no one in particular. Traffic chugged by in the light drizzle, hot exhaust fumes from buses rising like steam from a New York city underground vent. Clinton didn’t usually sit on a wet seat, but with little in the way of shelter in the little parkway, it was either that or sit indoors. The appeal of steamed-up café windows and equally steamed-up second-hand air was zilch – he needed to breathe. He’d purchased a newspaper from a vendor on his way there and used it as a seat cover, which at least kept his bum dry. There was no one else sat nearby; no one else was stupid enough to sit out on such a wet day without an umbrella. He’d probably regret it later, but that was later. He watched an older man shuffle past with a white woolly dog in a damp tartan jacket; the old man himself wore a matching deerstalker hat. Was that intentional, Clinton wondered? Matching outfits was something women with expensive handbags and huge diamond rings did, not elderly men in overcoats. Now there was a market, he thought: people spent silly money on their pets these days. As the man shuffled on, the small dog with its nose to the ground behind him, Clinton tried to focus on what he’d come out of the office to think about.

      Clinton was the sensible one of the two partners, the calm one, the one with the thinking brain, the logic. He needed data to back up his decisions, not just gut instinct like Luke did, because without data, without evidence, anything they came up with was only opinion. And the wrong opinion could lead you into a whole lot of trouble. He liked to be the thinker, the balance to Luke’s creative side, but at the same time, he felt the pressure of being the one to come up with the right answer all the time – and of being to blame if things went wrong. That was what being a partnership was all about, though: knowing your strengths and weaknesses. If creativity was needed, he had none; that was Luke. If confidence was needed in an important casual meeting, that was Luke too. But if it was a suit meeting, then Clinton was the man for the job. It made things interesting when their areas of expertise crossed over, and they were careful not to come across as a double act.

      Clinton smiled outwardly at the double act reference; he was too young to remember the chocolate caramel biscuit advert, but his mother referred to it regularly. Something about chewy caramel on the inside, delicious with a cup of tea, and the whole thing was portrayed as a double act. But thoughts of biscuit adverts were not going to solve the problem, so he decided to leave his relatively dry seat and walk a while. He sauntered along, taking shelter where he could from overhanging store fronts, until he came across a shop that had cheap umbrellas on a stand. He selected a black telescopic one, thinking he’d use it again at some stage. It would fit nicely in his bag, but really, there was no chance he’d ever remember it. He gave the cashier a £5 note and carried on up the pavement, knowing he wouldn’t get any wetter though his head was already soaked. Funny how light rain seemed to soak through so quickly.

      

      Luke, however, was warm and dry back in the small office space they shared with a couple of other small companies. It was the trendy thing to do. There was a perfectly good coffee machine in the kitchenette and Luke preferred that rather than spending cash on a fancy latte while they were desperate for money. He waited for the brew to finish, poured a dash of milk on the top and added sugar. He took a thoughtful sip and savoured the taste before swallowing it down. There was no view to speak of from the tiny kitchen window, nothing of note, nothing to stand and stare at while waiting for inspiration to strike. Just a few wet rooftops, glistening slate grey, some with disused chimney stacks left over from before gas and electric heat, when people took the time to actually light a fire. He’d always enjoyed the smell of a coal fire; it reminded him of his gran’s house, the brass coal scuttle sitting ready to top up the dying ashes when the need arose. There was always a smoke that went billowing up the chimney when damp coal was first thrown on, and as a boy Luke had been mesmerized by the wonderful smell it produced. He missed his gran. He even missed the coal smoke, but he could see why people chose the speedy way to heat their homes.

      He took his mug and wandered around the communal area looking at nothing in particular, trying to find inspiration in the mundaneness somehow. A voice caught his attention: it was Russell, a partner in a small accountant’s that also worked in the space. He was also their landlord.

      “Sorry, Russell, I was someplace else.”

      “So I see. Was it warmer and sunnier than here, perhaps?” Russell always had a cheery face, much like a butcher, though more likely from too much whiskey. Noses as bulbous as his rarely came from anything other than drink, and since Russell had the stomach to match, alcohol was the obvious culprit. And lots of it over a long time.

      “I wish, but no. Deep in thought trying to sort a problem.” He added, “The same problem as always.” His voice and enthusiasm were lower than a slug’s stomach.

      “No luck then, I take it?” Russell knew the boys were desperate for funding and had offered his own advice for what it was worth.

      “No luck, no. There will be an answer somewhere; there’s one for every problem. Our job now is to find that answer. I wish it were simple.” He sipped his coffee and rubbed the rim of the mug absentmindedly with his thumb.

      Russell patted Luke on the back as he passed back to his own office, leaving Luke to drift off back to where he had been before Russell had interrupted him. Absolutely nowhere.
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      By the time Clinton had returned, Luke was hard at work with his head buried in his computer. Even though they hadn’t yet got a firm plan of how to sort their cash issue, he figured he might as well spend some time researching what others had done before him.

      What had the world used before Google came along?

      There were all kinds of articles on generating funding, as well as forums and blog posts, and he began scrolling in the vain hope that something would stick out for him, something he’d missed during their first research. On a pad next to him, he wrote down a few key points to talk to talk to Clinton about. He also had a list of people to contact through his extended business network, see if he could buy them coffee and pick some brains or garner an introduction or two. If they could just get in front of a few more investors, that would be a start. Clinton himself was looking at the presentation content, though it would be down to Luke to recreate the data into something more visual. Sadly, he had few ideas at the moment.

      There was one other item on the pad, a word he’d written cryptically a few days earlier. Hit. He knew what it meant, but nobody else did. It was the last item on his list of things to research. He opened a new browser tab. He’d do the research, he told himself, then make a decision on whether it was something he could actually do.

      “It’s a fall-back option, nothing more,” he muttered out loud.

      “First sign of madness,” said a sing-song voice. It was Russell, who happened to be passing on his way out.

      

      “What is?”

      “Talking to yourself, though I hear answering yourself is far worse.” Russell smiled good-naturedly and gave a quick wink as the door swung shut behind him. How did he always manage to be so upbeat? Luke wondered. Maybe he needed to stew in as much whiskey as Russell did each evening.

      And some afternoons.

      He dropped his head back into the article he’d been reading before being distracted by the word hit on his pad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Two hours later and Luke was still hard at it when Clinton approached his desk, rubbing his eyes, specs in his hand. He stretched his jaw and brows out and replaced his specs.

      “Shit, those figures are heavy going but I think I’m about there. Want to take a look?”

      “I’ll pass on the detail, thanks. Give me the main points.” Luke pushed his chair back, snagging a caster wheel on a rug just behind his desk. Annoyed, he pushed back a little harder than necessary and ended up rolling at speed across the room. It was what he needed to reawaken himself and focus on something else.

      “Steady on, Luke, you’ll do yourself a mischief,” Clinton said, laughing, as Luke rolled back towards his desk and stood. He stretched like a puppy preparing for a walk after a nap, quick and lithe.

      “So, what have you got, then?”

      Clinton pulled out the relevant pages from his folder and recited the figures.

      Luke looked at him blankly. “So, what does that mean exactly?”

      Clinton stared. “You don’t know what that means?”

      “No, not exactly. That’s why I’m asking.” Luke looked thoughtful for a minute and it was obvious he was pondering something.

      “Luke?” Clinton prodded him.

      “Hang on.” Luke was looking at the floor, deep in thought. Thirty seconds or so passed before he spoke. “I wonder if that’s it?”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “We need to change the way we present this data. We need to make it more relatable, so it means something more, something they can visualize easily rather than a bunch of numbers.”

      “I’m listening. Go on.”

      “Do you remember when the iPod first came out and Steve Jobs showed it to the world?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Well, he said having an iPod was like having one thousand songs in your pocket. He didn’t say ‘It’s got a five-gig hard drive.’ He related it to something people understood straight away – one thousand songs in your pocket. People could instantly see that.” Luke was suddenly excited. “Do you get what I’m saying?”

      “I do, yes, I do. Do you think that’s what we need to do then, before we present this to anyone else?”

      “I’m certain of it. It worked for Steve Jobs. Why wouldn’t it work for us? We just follow the same concept, keep it clear and easy.”

      “Well, we’ve got to present this on Friday. Do you think there’s enough time? It makes sense to change it beforehand.”

      “Yes, it does. What we’ve been doing so far hasn’t worked, so let’s not waste another meeting doing it that way. Let’s make this happen for Friday.”

      They stood quietly for a moment longer contemplating their new direction. Could they pull it off?

      “This is what I suggest we do.” Clinton took charge. “I’ll pull out the main points, then together we’ll see how they can be turned into something more recognizable. Then we’ll work on finding the right way to present the data.”

      “I’ll see if I can find that presentation he did and take it a step further.”

      “Right. You start on the look and feel, and I’ll get the data and main points.”

      Clinton looked at Luke and said, “Do you think we have something now?” His tone was almost timid.

      “I hope so,” Luke added.

      In the back of his mind, the cryptic word hit blinked at him.

      Hit.

      Hit.
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      Luke and Clinton nursed bottles of lager, but neither was drinking. An unopened packet of crisps sat between them along with the silence. The only conversation came from other drinkers in the pub on a Friday lunchtime. A slot machine in the corner clanked out coins to a lucky winner, a burly man by the bar laughed heartily at his mate’s joke, and the sound of music playing in the background was a quarter turn too loud.

      The boys couldn’t have cared less anyway. Their revised presentation had also fallen flat. The slug sure had a low belly.

      “On the positive side, the new style of presentation went down well, don’t you think?” Luke was ever the optimistic one.

      “Doesn’t matter too much now, does it? They still said no.” It was a statement rather than a question, and it sounded petulant. The fact of the matter was it had been an important meeting, because they’d exhausted their list of contacts and prospective investors. This last group had been their remaining hope. Now that hope was gone, and in its place was ‘What next?’ They’d both invested all they had personally, which wasn’t much, and cut corners at every opportunity. Their credit cards were maxed out, overdrafts at their limit. The added coincidence of its being Friday seemed to accentuate the fact that they had driven to the end of the road. There was no more money to be begged or borrowed. It was a good job they both still lived at home and had roofs over their heads.

      The barman turned the volume up yet more on the stereo system as Sam Smith crooned Stay with Me, adding to Luke and Clinton’s depressed mood. To the lovers in the opposite corner of the pub sharing fries and sandwiches for lunch, the song was perfect; to the two deflated men, it was far from it. Clinton took a swig from his bottle. The golden liquid held no real interest for him; it might as well have been lemonade.

      “So, what’s next then, do you think? Time to give up?” Clinton looked at Luke. He was the creative one – surely he’d think of something?

      “Hell, no. We’ve come too far and invested too much to let it drift off with the next tide. I’m not doing that.”

      “Then should one of us get a job, to bring some cash in? We’ve got rent due in a couple and Russell has already been great with us. I don’t want to overstep things.”

      “Maybe we should move out from there, operate from a café like other entrepreneurs. All we’d need is an internet connection.”

      “True enough, but what about the rent coming due? How are we going to fund even that?” Clinton reached for the bag of crisps and opened it. There was no point wasting food at a time like this. He pulled out a small handful of cheese and onion fried potato and handed the rest of the bag to Luke.

      “Getting a job – one that pays enough, that is – won’t happen overnight, though. It will take months. Unless you want to scrub floors, which is about all either of us would get in the next forty-eight hours, realistically. Even then, they’d say we were overqualified and probably not take us on,” said Luke morosely.

      “Well, at this rate, we might have to try. At least if we worked in a chippy we’d get fed into the bargain,” said Clinton gloomily.

      Sam Smith finished his song and Adele piped up.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake! What’s with the depressing music? It’s like the last dance on a Saturday night in the sad part of town.” Luke slammed his hand on the table and the barman glanced over, although he left the music as it was. Luke shook his head solemnly. Maybe the guy was feeling depressed himself – or if he wasn’t before, he sure would be now. He turned to Clinton and said, “Come on, let’s get out of here before I set fire to the damn rain myself.”

      That at least raised a smile on Clinton’s face and he quickly drained the rest of his lager in one. Grabbing his jacket, he caught up with Luke, who was already nearly at the front entrance, and they went back out into the cold street. The rain had stopped, at least.

      “Where to, Boss?” It was Luke’s way of being a little submissive when he needed to be. If Clinton was the serious data guy, that made him the boss man, at least for today.

      “Better tell Russell we can’t pay the rent, then I’m off home. Maybe a change of scenery on a cold Friday afternoon will do some good. I’m not doing much else here. I suggest you do the same.”

      “I’m not letting this mean it’s all over. Rover,” Luke said firmly. “It’s another setback, but that’s all. I’m hopeful we can carry on, aren’t you?”

      Clinton stopped walking and turned to meet Luke’s eye. “I’m really not sure, to tell you the absolute truth. I don’t see how, beyond prostitution or drug dealing.”

      “What happened to hit man, and where did prostitution come in?”

      “Whatever, smartarse. You know what I’m saying. They’re all illegal or dangerous.” Clinton started to walk off again and Luke sped up to meet his pace.

      “I hear you. Look, you’re right. Let’s tell Russell, then head home. The break will do us good.”

      

      So that’s what they did. Russell knew it was coming but didn’t seem to care too much.

      “Glad to have been a desk or two while you needed it,” he’d said. “See you around.”

      Luke and Clinton had gathered up their scant belongings and left the building, each with their laptop in one hand, plastic carrier bag filled with odds and sods in the other. No one claimed the begonia; it stayed in place on the windowsill, where it had sat for the last few months.
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      As soon as Sam got back to the house, her good intentions were left on the pavement. She turned the key in the door and went inside, heading to the back and the kitchen. She tossed the biscuit wrapper in the bin and flicked the kettle on as she passed it. Her coat hit a chair by the table, and then fell to the floor, where it stayed. Full of chocolate biscuits, Sam slumped down to wait for the water to boil. Her newspaper lay unopened; her fingers drummed the tabletop in thought. The clock on the cooker said a little after 12 o’clock, lunchtime, and even though she wasn’t hungry, she craved something, anything to take away the depression of the situation, of her morning. Even for Sam, it was too early for a glass of wine, so she pulled her bag towards her, reaching for the inside pocket. There was little point, really; Sam knew it was empty. She’d taken the last ones yesterday.

      Being married to a detective had its drawbacks. It was hard to keep your secrets safe even in the inner sanctum of your handbag, and she had the girls’ safety to consider too, the responsibility of making sure that they never found her pills. But right now, the pills were what she craved, what she longed for – the promise of what they could take away for a short time, until it was necessary to return to reality and all that came with it.

      The kettle flicked itself off. She stayed put, not really that interested in another hot drink at all; her thoughts were on something much more desirable. Standing, she picked her coat up, grabbed her keys and headed back out, slamming the front door behind her. Her Ford Focus was parked in the drive of their red brick house, gleaming blue in the ever-present rain. It started the first time, but then it always did. The car was only a few months old, bought brand new as a gift from Duncan for her last birthday. She’d been so pleased, so happy back then. She gunned the engine and her tyres squealed as they tried to catch a grip on the wet concrete. Praying she wouldn’t see anyone she knew, she headed down Clumber Road towards the A57 and across to Beswick.

      And what she needed.

      While she steered with her right hand, her left rummaged in her bag, fingers seeking and finding the soft pink leather wallet that had also been a gift from Duncan, though some years back. Flicking it open deftly as she drove, she fingered the stiff new bank notes, hoping they all added up to £50 so she could get the hit she so desired. Anything smaller wouldn’t do, not today. The familiar anxiety crept into her body, making its way across her chest like a heavy-limbed giant spider, grabbing at her shirt, twisting the cloth together and tightening its grip until breathing was hard work, almost impossible. And so was driving. Her windscreen was fogging up with her panting as she fought to control herself and not have a full-on panic attack. Not at the wheel, at least. Not again. She practiced taking deep breaths as she drove, telling herself slowly, “In. Out. In. Out,” her chest rising and falling as air drained away and refilled. Up ahead, she saw the road sign for the turning she needed and she indicated right, though in reality the road sign was superfluous to her requirements: Sam knew exactly where to head and could have probably done so blindfolded. Right again, then left and the house she sought was visible up ahead.

      It wasn’t the nicest part of town, but drug dealers rarely operated from big houses on the affluent side of Manchester. Of course, someone would be servicing the celebs – they wouldn’t be slumming it in Beswick from an old semidetached house with grubby net curtains and weeds two feet high out front.

      The house looked quiet. She hoped someone was in to process her transaction and take the pain away, take her to somewhere more relaxing, somewhere that cushioned her, like covering her in bubble wrap, helping her through the day unharmed. Then the side door opened and a tall, willowy, well-dressed blonde woman came out. She wore a pale pink skirt suit with fine stilettoes on her feet and looked rather out of place. The woman walked towards the street and Sam watched her as she crossed the road and got into a racy little high-end red Mini, not a car you’d associate with these parts either. Maybe she was a customer too, one who hadn’t found a dealer closer to home that serviced the more affluent. Or perhaps she liked the drive out here.

      There was no point sitting in the car, so Sam made her own way to the side door and knocked, then waited a beat or two before knocking again. Through the opaque glass she saw movement, and the silhouette of a woman approaching. The door opened slowly. The woman, a bit older than Sam, said nothing, but beckoned Sam inside into the pokey kitchen area and motioned her to take a seat. She smiled a little and flicked the kettle on to boil, though it was all for show, in case she needed a cover story. Sam couldn’t help noticing the woman’s roots needed bleaching; there was a good four inches of dark regrowth streaked with grey in a wide stripe down the centre of her head. She was otherwise tidy in her dress, though, wearing fitted black pants and a pretty blue blouse with a tiny flower print. Her gold bangles clinked together as she busied herself. Funny the things you noticed even when you were nervous, Sam thought.

      “What sort of tea would you like?” the woman enquired as she brought a shallow wooden tea box out from the pantry. Sam stared at the box like she’d never seen it before. It was made out of a fine balsa wood, stained and decorated with an intricate pattern. It looked like something you might have found in a Moroccan bazaar, and Sam wondered, as she did each time, where the woman had bought it. Maybe she had been to Morocco. Sam worked on finding her voice.

      “I’ll know when I see it. I can never remember what it’s called.”

      The woman opened the lid, revealing several small compartments, and lifted out the top layer that contained individually wrapped tea bags. Underneath, of course, was anything but tea. Sam scanned the compartments for what she wanted. Each little bag contained an assortment of tablets, and Sam instantly spotted the ones she preferred.

      “I like it quite strong, please,” she said as calmly as she could, keeping to the code they used.

      The older woman picked up bag of 80 mg tablets and showed it to Sam.

      “That should be strong enough, do you think?”

      Sam reached greedily for the baggy between the woman’s fingers, but the woman deftly withdrew her hand. Of course, thought Sam, mentally smacking herself. She wanted to see the cash first. Sam pulled out £50 in notes. The woman shook her head. Eighty milligrams was going to be more money. Sam pulled out the last note she had, another £20, and the woman handed over the pill.

      “Perfect,” Sam said, and slipped the pill straight into her mouth. The woman passed her a glass of water, which she downed nervously.

      “Actually, I’d better get going, but thanks for the offer of tea,” Sam said, and stood ready to leave. Inside she was climbing the walls, desperate to get out of the small kitchen and back into the familiar confines of her car, away from the woman, and away from the house.

      She wanted to be home when the effects fully kicked in.
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      Duncan pulled into his driveway. The house was in darkness again, save for the familiar chink of light showing through the curtains. A flicker of blue light accompanied it sporadically; the TV was on. He sat in his car; the interior was toasty warm after the drive home with the car heater on full. The kids would be in bed and Sam would be stuck in front of the television, he knew. He hoped she was at least dressed today. As for something warming and tasty to eat after another long day, he doubted it. Perhaps he should have stopped off at the chippy and eaten there, but he hadn’t fancied the grease overload.

      He opened the car door and the cold, damp air clung to his face as he took the few steps towards the side door and inside. He’d told himself on the drive over that he wasn’t going to be angry or disappointed, that he was to be positive and upbeat, pleased to see her, pleased she was okay, pleased the children were fast asleep. After a day working a missing children case, there were more important things to be thinking about than arguing with your wife. Everyone inside this house was safe and sound, and he thanked God for that.

      “Hi Sam, it’s me. I’m back,” he shouted through from the kitchen, but there was no reply. He sighed and collected himself as he opened the door into the lounge. He tried again.

      “Hi Sam, I’m home.”

      Sam turned towards him and smiled. “Hi, Duncan. I didn’t hear you drive up. Good day at work?” She muted the sound on the TV, a good start.

      “Ah, you know, it’s always tough when children are involved,” he said with a weak smile. “What’s for dinner? Is there anything made?” He was hoping, just not expecting.

      “I’ll put some soup and toast on for you. You sit down – you look done in.”

      Well, that was the truth. As for soup? At least it was hot and quick and reasonably nutritious.

      “Thanks, love. Four slices, please. I’m ravenous.” He began undoing his shoes and flicked them both off, wiggling his sock-covered toes, then flopped down on the soft sofa and closed his eyes for a moment. Sam headed into the kitchen and Duncan could hear the soup pan hitting the stove, the toaster springs creaking as bread was pushed down into it, the clink of a bowl being retrieved from the cupboard.

      And humming from Sam.

      Still with his eyes closed, he tried to figure out two things: the last time he’d heard her hum, and what the song she was humming could be. He didn’t have a clue to either of them. He opened his eyes and stared at the TV. The set was still silent; the screen showed judges scoring a batch of scones made by a group of hopefuls. He pressed the mute button again and voices filled the room. He let the mundaneness of it wash over his body while he waited.

      Sam put her head around the door. “Who won the challenge?”

      “Sorry, Sam, I wasn’t paying much attention. I didn’t hear.”

      Sam flitted back into the kitchen to pour the soup and Duncan sensed that she was on edge again. He cringed; the slightest thing could end in a row, he knew, and he desperately wanted to avoid one. Not only that, he hadn’t the energy left to defend himself. He closed his eyes again and only opened them when the soup and toast arrived on a tray. Sam placed it roughly on the coffee table in front of him; some of the liquid slopped over the edge of the bowl. He said nothing, and neither did Sam. Instead, he stood and went to get some paper towel from the kitchen to mop it up. He was careful not to meet her eyes.

      “I’ve missed the end now. I don’t know who won,” she whined accusingly.

      Duncan concentrated on his toast, crunching loudly. Crumbs dropped into his tomato soup, his favourite. He heard her huffs and puffs of exasperation at missing the end of her program, but he carried on eating, willing her tension to drop back to a near normal level.

      The last couple of days at work had been tough, and the nights at home were not much better. Their house wasn’t what you’d call a relaxing environment to come home to. And he hadn’t seen his two girls in three days. They were always still in bed when he left and fast asleep when he returned. He’d look in and kiss them anyway when he’d finished his supper, but it wasn’t ideal. If he got some down time at the weekend he’d make it up to them, but that depended on the case. Leave had been suspended and everyone was expected to join in the search; the department was throwing all available resources at this case in the hope that the two missing children would be brought home alive and well, and quickly. They all knew the first twenty-four hours were crucial, and that deadline had passed, meaning the chances of the children’s safe return had slimmed down considerably. Nobody voiced the reality, of course, but everyone doggedly kept their hopes up.

      He was aware the volume on the TV was back up and Sam was talking.

      “You didn’t hear a word of that, did you?”

      Here we go.

      “Sorry, Sam, I was miles away. What did you say?”

      “Oh, never mind! You’re no different when you are here to when you’re not here. I’m talking to myself either way.” She got up and stomped towards the stairs in an obvious huff, but Duncan called her back before she had chance to disappear.

      “I said sorry, Sam. What did you want to ask me?” He stood up to make his point, hands on his hips. He really didn’t want to go there again – not another row, not tonight.

      “Oh, just fuck off, would you?” she yelled, and thumped up the stairs. There was little point Duncan saying anything or going after her; it would certainly turn nasty while she was in such a foul mood. He flopped back down, deflated, muted the TV again and tried to finish his soup and toast, but the food stuck in his throat. It was like eating balls of cotton wool dipped in ketchup. He dropped his spoon onto the tray, stood, and took his things to the sink where he rinsed his dishes. He opened the dishwasher door. It was still full of dirty dishes from earlier in the day.

      “Dear Lord,” he said to himself. Sighing, he put a tablet in the soap dispenser and switched the machine on, leaving his tray on the kitchen bench until the morning. Exhausted, he quietly slipped upstairs, avoiding the bedroom he shared with Sam. Instead, he tiptoed to the girls’ room and kissed his two sleeping beauties on their foreheads, being careful not to wake them. Leaving their door open just a crack, he tiptoed to the bathroom and brushed his teeth, then slipped into the PJs that hung on the back of the bathroom door, grabbed a couple of blankets from the hall cupboard, and settled himself back down on the sofa for the night. Within ten minutes of lying down, he was fast asleep, the TV still flickering.
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      Sam lay alone in the double bed seething inwardly. She’d heard him climb the stairs and go into see the girls, but then he’d surprised her and gone back down to the TV room. When she’d crept to the bathroom shortly after, Sam had noticed his PJs, which normally hung on the back of the bathroom door were gone. He must have collected them with the intention of staying well away from her for the rest of the night, and that was a first for them both. The thought depressed her. But really, what did she expect after telling him to do one and then storming upstairs, closing their bedroom door behind her? It was hardly an invitation for some love and affection, now, was it?

      The digital clock read 12.15 a.m., and sleep eluded her as usual. She knew it was going to be a long night. Perhaps she could get through to the kitchen unnoticed and make herself some tea, though she didn’t want to face him if he awoke. She felt a twinge of guilt for her overreaction this time, but she knew her short temper was a symptom of how their relationship had deteriorated over the last six months or so. There was little love between them now.

      Love. Where had it gone?

      Sam flipped the bedside lamp on and the room glowed a pale peach colour, not bright enough to read by but just bright enough to fall asleep by. On the cabinet next to her pillow sat a wedding picture of the two of them. They would be ten years married next anniversary round, and Sam stared at the picture, dissecting herself ruthlessly. How she’d changed over the decade from that day. Her sun-kissed hair had been styled in an attractive and romantic up-do with tiny flowers woven through. Her figure had been slender in the full-length creamy silk slip dress, and she had looked radiant. Duncan for his part had looked happy and handsome. His cravat matched her dress and those of the two tiny bridesmaids. The sun had shone gloriously as the photographer had snapped away in the church gardens; the roses had been in full bloom. Where had those two happy people vanished?

      Sam looked at the young bridesmaids again. They had been the same ages then as her two girls were now, and she stroked their bright little faces through the glass. Thoughts of that day, their vanished happiness and the two little girls fast asleep in the other room made her eyes brim with tears. But she caught herself, wiped them away with the hem of the bedsheet and climbed out of bed, headed for Jasmine’s room next door. The handle creaked a little as it turned and she slipped inside, closing the door quietly behind her. She heard the light sounds of a little body breathing peacefully, unaware there was someone stood by the bed, watching and listening. She knelt down beside the bed and whispered what she wanted to say, knowing there was no way anyone could or would hear her.

      “You know how much I love you, both of you, don’t you? I hope you do, my love, because I’ll do whatever it takes to keep my two precious girls safe from harm and always happy. Whatever it takes, understand? You’ll always have me, your mother, looking over you, no matter what. I just want you to know that. No matter what.”

      Standing, she kissed Jasmine lightly on the cheek and headed to Victoria’s room, to check on her and kiss her goodnight. Once she was satisfied both were settled and fast asleep, she went out to her own room and the empty bed and climbed back in. The sheets were now cool and the temperature in the room seemed to have dropped a few degrees, so she burrowed down under the covers, pulling them up over her head, and finally let the tears fall freely.

      Eventually, Sam fell into a deep, undisturbed sleep. She slept so soundly, in fact, that she slept through the alarm the following morning. When she finally did come to, it was gone nine o’clock. Her first thought was the girls.

      “Oh, hell!” she groaned, scrambling out of bed. “The girls!” She grabbed her robe as she flew from her room. Unsurprisingly, the girls’ door was open and the bed was empty. Victoria’s room was empty as well. Calling their names, her heart pounding, she catapulted herself down the stairs at speed and flung the lounge door open.

      “Jasmine! Victoria! Where are you?”

      That room was empty, too, but she noticed two folded blankets on the arm of the sofa. Duncan must have stayed there all night and tidied them away earlier this morning. She dashed through to the kitchen, expecting to see two small faces eating Cocoa Pops at the table, but it was empty.

      “Jasmine! Victoria! Where are you?” she called again. But it was obvious the house was empty.

      The girls were gone.

      Perhaps Duncan had got them ready and taken them to school? But why hadn’t he woken her? She looked around the work surface for a note, but there was nothing. If Duncan had taken them to school, he wouldn’t have been so heartless to not leave a note, would he? There was only one way to find out. She’d have to call him.

      Then a thought hit her. What if he had taken them? He would know she had only just got up and would be furious with her for oversleeping. But what if he hadn’t taken them? That would be far worse. There was no choice: she dialled his number and waited for it to connect.

      “Hi,” he said evenly.

      Sam blurted out her question. “Did you take the girls to school?”

      “What? No, I left around seven a.m. Why, was I supposed to today? Have I forgotten something?”

      “No, you weren’t. It’s just, well I overslept and when I woke up, they were both gone. I figured you had taken them, but there was no note.” Her voice rose in panic as the tears came.

      “Oh my God! Where are they?”

      Sam disconnected the call and raced back upstairs, calling her children’s names, but the house was still eerily quiet. She knew they were gone.

      And now Duncan was heading back home.

      “My babies, where are you?” she wailed as she threw on jeans and a sweater. Oh God… Tears blurred her vision. She’d finally done it. She’d screwed up and lost them forever. How the hell had she managed to oversleep and not hear them? How long had they been gone? Stuffing her feet into her old trainers by the front door, she grabbed her jacket from the banister rail and fled the house.

      It was freezing cold outside, but at least it wasn’t raining. Calling for Jasmine and Victoria, her eyes flitting frantically from side to side, she zipped up her jacket as she trotted along, trying to keep from screaming. No, that wouldn’t do. They had to be close by. Maybe they were playing in a neighbour’s yard. Had they got coats on? she wondered. Why hadn’t she checked that before legging it out in a rush? Picking up the pace, she rushed down the street, still calling, stopping everyone she passed to ask if they’d seen two little girls out on their own.

      Nobody had.

      After circling the immediate streets and looking over garden hedges calling their names, she slowed to a walk again and then stood still, a heavy feeling of dread settling in her gut.

      What the hell had happened to them?

      What the hell had she done? She was to blame, and now she had no choice but to call Duncan again and update him. With shaking hands, she punched his number into her mobile again.

      “I’m nearly home now,” he said. “Meet me back there and we’ll form a plan.”

      He didn’t sound mad at her, only concerned. But she knew his anger at her stupidity, her carelessness, would come. The blame game would start all over again, and she’d get to be the loser this time for sure.

      But another question entered her head. How had they actually got outside if they’d gone under their own steam? Duncan always locked the door behind him when he left so early – always. Though if the door had been left unlocked, it would have been all too easy for an intruder to enter.

      And help themselves.

      She couldn’t bear to think about that.

      So, had the door been left unlocked while she slept? That would be the first question she’d asked Duncan when he got home.

      She was rounding the corner at the end of the street when she saw his car pull up outside their house. She broke into a run and called out to him.

      “Duncan!”

      He stood and watched as she slowed to a stop, breathless after the short distance.

      “I’ve looked around here locally – nothing. I can’t think where they’d have gone.” She bent and put her hands on her knees, gasping.

      Duncan, always the calm one, asked, “Have you checked their school? Maybe they just went on their own.”

      She shook her head. “I just panicked and went out to look, and then I called you. Oh, Duncan! Where can they have got to?”

      But Duncan was busy dialling the school. He spoke to the secretary and then listened gravely, nodding. He asked her to call if she did see them and then ended the call. He shook his head at Sam.

      “I’m taking that as a no, then?” she said, her mouth dry.

      “That’s right.” His voice tightened. “Where the hell were you?”

      “I overslept. I didn’t hear a thing.”

      Slowly, his next words scraped through his teeth. “You have one job and one job only, and that is to take care of our girls and the house. And you can’t even do that properly.” He paused and took a breath, visibly controlling himself. “You are aware there is someone taking children out there at the moment, I assume? Two young girls are already unaccounted for. I hope to God you haven’t doubled that.”

      “Did you lock the door after you when you left this morning?” she asked.

      “What? Of course I did.” Then he got her meaning. “Oh, so you think I’m to blame, then, do you, for leaving the door unlocked?” His voice rose several octaves, incredulous. “Well, I locked it. I always lock it. It’s what I do to keep my family safe. But I’m not the one they’re left in charge with. That falls on you – but you were too busy sleeping, and now look!”

      Sam hadn’t got the words to fight back. She knew she’d screwed up. The girls were her responsibility while she was at home all day.

      Duncan could see the fight had left her and calmed a little as tears filled her eyes again. The detective in him took over from the father.

      “Look, this is getting us nowhere. Tell me where you’ve looked so far, and I’ll get a couple of the lads to give us a hand. If we haven’t found them in the next two hours, we’ll make an official missing persons report. I need you to make a list of all of their friends and favourite places and we’ll start there. Okay?”

      Sam nodded her agreement, glad he was taking over, giving them a plan to work to. She went back inside to get a pen and paper and make the list. When it was complete, she sat and began calling the parents of their daughters’ friends.
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      His heart in his mouth, Duncan drove the local streets looking for his two little sweethearts, fighting down a rising sense of panic. How far could two little girls go on their own? Heavens, they were only seven and eight and, to his knowledge, not particularly street-smart. The streets worried him, particularly the busy main A57 road that led into the city. If they’d gone anywhere near there… It didn’t bear thinking about. He’d called Rochelle and she’d organized a couple of uniformed officers to give them a hand. Right now, four units were actively looking. In another hour, he’d pull out every stop that he could to bring them home safely. Sometimes being in the police had its perks, though he hoped he never needed to use his colleagues again.

      Disappointment in Sam stabbed his heart again. Try as he might, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. The last few months had been hard to watch, hard to understand, and hard to deal with. And now this. It couldn’t get any worse than this. What his future with Sam was he was unsure, but he knew one thing. If he left, if they split up, he would take the girls with him, because no judge in the world would let her have custody of them after this. He’d see to it. These cases were usually stacked against the male parents, he knew, but not this time. His phone rang. Rochelle.

      “I’m guessing nothing at your end?” she asked him.

      “Sadly, no. I can’t see how they could have gone so far away. Even if they left right after me at seven a.m., which they wouldn’t have, they’re on foot.” He didn’t want to think about them getting a lift with a stranger. “How far can two sets of tiny feet go?”

      “We’ll find them, Duncan,” she told him determinedly. “It’s really early on. They’re probably playing somewhere, unaware of the commotion going on to find them. And when they get hungry, they’ll be back up your front path before you know it.”

      Duncan knew she was trying to be optimistic; he’d told many parents the same story. But he knew the statistics; that was the downside to being a detective.

      “I’ll call you later,” he said, and clicked off, returning his focus to the street he was cruising down. His stomach felt like someone had filled it with cement. His thoughts circled back to Sam and her lazy ways, lying in bed while his girls wandered out of the house. Were they warm enough? Had she checked if their coats were gone? He didn’t remember asking her, and the point was important. He called her using the hands-free and she picked up almost instantly.

      “Found them?” she blurted.

      “No. No, not yet.” Keep positive. “Have you checked if they took their coats with them?”

      “What? Oh, no – hang on. I’ll run and look.” The car was silent while he waited for her to check the hall cupboard. Then she was back.

      “Both coats are gone. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not sure if there is anything good here, but yes, it could mean they went under their own steam. I’ll keep looking.”

      He rang off, not bothering with goodbye, and let out a heavy sigh of relief that their coats were in fact gone. What predator would kit them out before snatching them? No, on the surface, it looked like they had let themselves out and gone on an adventure.

      So where the hell were they?
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      Back at the house, Sam had called everyone she could think of, but nobody had seen her two girls. She then called Anika and told her the full story, big wet tears falling down both cheeks as she talked.

      “What can I do to help?” her friend asked her.

      Anika wasn’t one for sitting around in a crisis, and Sam welcomed her strength. While Duncan had strength, their relationship was at breaking point and she was unable to draw any reassurance from him.

      “Duncan is out searching the streets, as are some officers. Can you come over? I could do with a hug.”

      Anika agreed, though she thought it odd that her friend wanted her for a hug. Surely, she could be more productive elsewhere? Sighing, she grabbed her purse and said she’d be right over.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Sam rang off and reached for her own bag. She pulled out the painkillers she’d bought from a pharmacy on the edge of town yesterday. She stared at the half-empty blister pack; there were only six left. They’d have to do. She pushed all six Paramol into the palm of her hand and threw them all to the back of her mouth, then washed them down with the remainder of the almost-cold tea that was in her mug. That should take the edge off for a while. She tossed the empty packet into the pedal bin in the kitchen cupboard and closed the door.

      On any other day, she would have shredded the packaging into tiny pieces to make it invisible amongst the other bin contents. Half the problem of taking as many painkillers as she did was destroying the evidence. She had almost bought a small garden incinerator from the hardware store for the job, but she knew Duncan would have asked her what it was for, since she did no work in or out of the house.

      She heard the front door open as Anika let herself in and called out to Sam.

      “I’m in the lounge. Come on through.”

      Anika came straight over to her, wrapping her arms around her and pulling her close. Sam’s skin on her face was hot and damp with tears, her eyes puffy and swollen. Finally, she stepped back, took Sam’s clammy hands in her own and sat them both on the sofa.

      “I feel for you, Sam, I really do. But let’s stay positive. You said they have their coats, so I’m betting they are off playing someplace and will be home later. Didn’t you ever go off when you were little and scare your parents half to death, like they’re doing right now with you both?”

      Sam nodded ever so slightly as she remembered. Anika smiled.

      “And what made you go back home? Do you remember?”

      Sam nodded again. “I got hungry. I’d missed dinner and it was going dark.”

      “There you are, then. They’ll be famished soon enough and either make their way home or, if they’ve got lost, go and tell someone. You’ll see I’m right.” Anika beamed at Sam in the hope it would cheer her, help her think back to her own experience and how she’d got home that night. It made it all the more believable and was better than the alternative story.

      “I’ll make some more tea,” Anika said, pointing to Sam’s empty mug.

      Sam tried to stand but her head had other ideas. Her vision swam and she sat straight back down. She closed her eyes for a moment while Anika busied herself in the kitchen. By the time the fresh tea was ready and the two mugs were on the coffee table, Sam was fast asleep.
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      The elderly woman had been watching from her bedroom window. Two young girls were playing alone in the park and had been enjoying themselves for more than an hour. She’d thought it strange that they weren’t in school, but in this neighbourhood it wasn’t that unusual to see truant ones hanging about – though she had to concede they were generally older than the two she’d been watching. Still, they were having fun out in the open; no harm in that.

      Mrs. Skeen had never had children of her own, never been lucky in that way, but she had always enjoyed the company of young ones where she could, helping as a teacher’s assistant years back and with local playgroups until more recently. She so enjoyed their chatter, their young words of random wisdom and oblivious reasoning, their eager young minds so alive with wonder before reality set in. She always hoped their lives wouldn’t turn out as hers had.

      She checked the clock on the mantelpiece as she passed it on her way to get her coat and boots, but that really wasn’t necessary. Instinctively, she knew it was time, time to bring them inside, time to make a call. She pulled on an old pair of knitted gloves, put her hood up against the cold wind and set off. It would take her a while to move the short distance, but that didn’t matter; time was something she had plenty of.

      Closing the back door behind her, she made her way down the side alley and out towards the park and the busy A57 that ran along it, right along the front of her house. A heavy-goods truck whooshed past and whipped the cold, damp air into her face. Miniscule droplets of moisture clung to her skin, making the fine hairs on her jaw look like cobwebs drenched in heavy morning dew. She waited on the pavement opposite the park entrance. And waited. Finally, the traffic cleared, and she ambled across towards the metal railings and the gate. How she was going to get back across the busy road was a different matter, but she figured the answer would come to her at the time. It usually did.

      Each breath preceded her like small fog clouds in front of her face; her breathing was short and shallow. As she made her way towards the two little girls, she wondered absently what their education had been thus far on not talking to strangers. Her task could prove a little more difficult than she thought. Again, the answer would be clear soon enough.

      Little voices giggling up ahead made her smile. Oh, so innocent. Oh, to be that tender young age again, with not a care in the world, no knowledge of what lay ahead of them. Oh, the changes she would have made to her own life – if only she’d been able... The giggles increased in volume as she neared them both and now the old woman could see their matching pink coats, their matching rosy cheeks, pink from the cold.

      They stopped giggling when they saw her. Victoria, the eldest at seven, gently nudged Jasmine behind her, much to Jasmine’s annoyance. The old woman noticed and smiled; one day protecting her sister in that manner might come in handy, she thought. Bending down to their level, she spoke.

      “Having fun?” she enquired cheerily.

      Victoria didn’t say a word. Jasmine nodded in reply. Both wore serious expressions on their tiny faces. It was clear the ‘Don’t talk to strangers’ message had been learned in their home. Wise indeed, thought Mrs. Skeen.

      She pressed on. “I couldn’t help noticing you were out here alone on such a cold day, and not at school. Are you on an adventure, by chance?”

      She beamed at them both. The moisture clinging to her hairy chin made the dark hairs look lighter than they really were.

      Victoria had never seen such a hairy chin, and fixated on it, trying not to blink.

      “I won’t bite you, you know. I’m not the bad wolf, my loves. You can tell me what you’re up to. I’m guessing it’s your secret?”

      Jasmine nodded again and opened her mouth to speak, but Victoria dug her elbow into her ribs.

      “Ouch!” Jasmine exclaimed.

      Then Victoria spoke. “We’re off school. Mummy isn’t feeling very well, so we’ve left her sleeping.” Still, she couldn’t take her eyes off the woman’s damp chin.

      “Well, since you’ve been here a while now in the cold, who would like some warm blackcurrant and a biscuit or two? I’ll be betting you’re both hungry by now?”

      Two little faces bobbed up and down as they nodded.

      “I live just over there,” Mrs. Skeen said, pointing to the house across the way. “Let’s get you warmed up, and I’ll see if there’s a chocolate biscuit or two left, shall we? Then we can let your mummy know you’re both okay.”

      Two blank faces stared at her, so she carried on. “I’ll be betting when she wakes up and finds you gone, she’ll be worried, and we don’t want that, do we?”

      The girls shook their heads gravely, taking in her every word. Mrs. Skeen reached out to take their hands now, enfolding one in each of her woolly paws. Hand in hand, the little group walked slowly out of the park gates and back towards the A57.

      “So,” said Mrs. Skeen brightly as they walked slowly along, “what are your names?”

      “I’m Victoria, and this is Jasmine.”

      “What pretty names for pretty girls. Do you live around here?”

      “Sort of. It’s quite a walk away.”

      “Not to worry. Let’s get across the road and have some juice, shall we?”

      Both girls had started to relax a little and nodded excitedly. They’d missed breakfast and were hungry. The thought of something warming in their tums was appealing.

      The three of them stood on the edge of the pavement waiting for the traffic to ease. Finally, there was a gap, and they made their way across and up the short distance to Mrs. Skeen’s house. Steering them both down the side entry, she unlocked the door and led them both inside. The warmth of the house took the chill off them all as she led them through to the lounge and the welcoming open fire.

      “You get yourselves warmed up and I’ll get the juice ready,” she said, and pottered off to the kitchen out back. She flicked the button on the kettle, poured cordial into three mugs and searched the biscuit barrel for six chocolate biscuits.

      Then she made a phone call.
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      “It’s got to be time for a break, hasn’t it? I’m starved,” moaned Ruth. “My stomach thinks my throat has been cut it’s so long since it was last fed.”

      Amanda smiled across at Ruth. “You can when we’ve finished this wall. I’m almost out of paint in the tray anyway. Hold on until then?”

      Ruth rolled her bottom lip over her top like a child, knowing it worked most times on Amanda. She’d get what she wanted almost immediately. Today though, Amanda wanted to get the walls finished at the very least. She had pale blue paint in her blonde fringe, which was sticking out from under her cap, and paint covered the top of that too.

      “That won’t work on me today, sweetheart. I’m on a mission to get this finished. I’m over it already – aren’t you?”

      “I’ll be fine when I’ve been fed and watered – ready to go with gusto, I’m sure. I just need sustenance to carry on.” Ruth wiped the back of her hand across her forehead to mimic fainting.

      “You sound like a frail old woman, Mrs. McGregor-Lacey. If you stopped moaning and finished the wall, you’d get your sustenance quicker.”

      Ruth smiled broadly. “It sounds great, doesn’t it? ‘Mrs. McGregor-Lacey.’” She enunciated each word, feeling each of them on her tongue, and beamed at Amanda. “What a fab day that was, wasn’t it?”

      Amanda watched Ruth savour the memory, paintbrush in hand, nowhere near the wall she was supposed to be doing the edges of. Ruth was someplace else.

      “Okay, you win. Down tools,” Amanda said reluctantly, though without any malice. “I’ll put the kettle on. Or do you want coffee?”

      Smiling, knowing she’d won, Ruth placed a sticky brush on the upturned paint tin lid and went to Amanda, arms open.

      “Coffee, please, and a kiss. Then I’ll have some of that banana cake you bought if there’s any left.”

      The two women embraced, savouring for a moment the closeness of being a newly married couple.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” Ruth said softly.

      “It certainly does.” Amanda smiled back at her. “Okay, I’ll get the coffee while you clean your hands. How on earth do you manage to get so much paint off the bristles and onto places you’re not directing them? Is the wall not a big enough canvas for you?” She looked Ruth up and down. “I bet you were terrible at potato-stamp painting in preschool,” she added as she headed downstairs.

      Ruth smiled to herself and went to gaze out of the front bedroom window. The pale sky blue of the nearly finished walls almost matched the winter sky outside. The sun had only managed to climb a little way up and was hanging low over the rooftops. Wet washing blew on clotheslines in back gardens like bunting at a fete. An elderly couple sauntered up the road together and unclipped a front gate; Ruth heard it clank and rattle as it closed again. Probably visiting their grandchildren, thought Ruth. Would she and Amanda ever have children? she wondered, not for the first time.

      Ruth was a career woman, running her own successful digital business, and her biological clock was rapidly approaching its use-by date. Amanda had already passed that point, though a pregnancy at her age wasn’t impossible, just riskier – if they decided to go that way, that was. If not, there were plenty of other ways to have a family.

      Ruth could hear the coffee machine chugging in the kitchen as she headed out the back door to the outside tap. Bits of blue sluiced onto the concrete as she rinsed her hands, though her fingernails looked like they’d need a scrubbing brush. She sensed Amanda nearby.

      “Perhaps rubber gloves for you, eh? That’s going to take some removing later,” she said, watching over Ruth’s bent body.

      “Good job I’ve not got a hot date tonight, then,” Ruth quipped. “Which reminds me, I’m thinking Wong’s for takeaway later, then we can order and pick it up when it suits rather than go out to eat. Cooking is too much bother when the place is in uproar with decorating. Does that work for you?”

      “I’m never one to turn down sweet-and-sour pork balls; you know that,” Amanda said.

      “And since we need to keep on painting, why don’t we go have brunch tomorrow before we get started?” Ruth said. She cocked her head back and painted in the imaginary sky with her hands. “Crispy bacon, lightly scrambled eggs, thick toast and a couple of mugs of coffee. Mmm, bliss – my idea of heaven. What do you say?”

      Looking bemused again, Amanda conceded. “Talking of bacon, Jack and I called in at a layby food van for a bacon sandwich and a cuppa a couple of days ago. And the oddest thing happened.”

      “Oh? What was that?” Ruth asked as she turned the tap off and dried her hands on her shirt-tail.

      “It was tipping down, but the van was as busy as ever, and the men in front of us went back to their BMW with their order, sat for a moment or two as we watched, then threw their bacon sandwiches and drinks straight out of the window and drove off. They weren’t speeding off in a mad hurry, but it was odd. Who throws bacon sandwiches away? And they were damn good too, if ours were anything to go by.”

      The two women went back indoors and sat down to coffee and banana cake.

      “Well, not me, that’s for sure,” Ruth said, licking frosting from her fingers. “Did you do them for littering?” She took another big bite of cake. Crumbs dropped down the front of her paint-splattered shirt.

      “No, I had better things to do with my time. Anyway, I was busy with my own sandwich. We both thought it was strange, though.”

      With a mouth full of the remaining cake, Ruth stood and grabbed her coffee, scattering crumbs on the floor.

      “It is. But now, Sherlock, it’s time to get the next and final wall done, so bring your coffee and let’s get to it.”

      “Yes, master – or should I say ‘Yes, Doctor Watson’?” Amanda kidded, and followed Ruth back upstairs for the final leg of decorating their bedroom. But despite their joking, the question still nagged at her. Why would someone, two people actually, throw perfectly good bacon sandwiches out the window – ever?
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      Jack was hard at work when Amanda put her face around his computer screen.

      “Morning, sunshine,” she greeted him brightly. Jack noticed a twinkle in her blue eyes.

      “Morning, Lacey, or should I say McGregor-Lacey now?”

      “Either is fine, but Lacey will do. You’ve called me that for so many years now. What are you up to?”

      Jack peered closely at a list on his screen.

      “I had a bit of a thought – a hunch, really.” His forefinger scrolled down the screen like a pointer as he read, the words coming slowly as he searched.

      “Oh? What about?”

      “About the chaps who threw away their sandwiches at that food van the other day.” He continued to scroll.

      “I’ve not got that out of my mind either, funnily enough. Seems silly, eh?”

      Jack looked away from his screen. He wore bright-pink reading glasses perched on the end of his nose.

      Amanda smiled. “But not as silly as you wearing my spare reading glasses. Where are yours?”

      “First, I’d have thought this early on in your newly wedded bliss you’d be thinking about other things at weekends than sandwiches flying from windows. Second, someone has swiped mine from my drawer and I can’t see a damn thing close up without a pair.”

      Amanda ignored him. “So, back to my previous question: what are you up to?”

      Jack sat back in his chair and slipped the glasses up on top of his head, Kardashian style. “Remember those ice cream vans that were selling cocaine to students outside the library on campus? I got to wondering if that food van was selling something a bit more lucrative than tea and sandwiches. Easy enough to hide a baggy inside a baggy, eh?”

      “Well, it’s not a new thing, is it? The drug wars back in the eighties in Glasgow were about ice cream vans and drug turf disputes, so I guess it’s plausible. Could be anything, though, not just cocaine.”

      “My point exactly. Anything small enough to slip inside a sandwich bag along with a sandwich as disguise. And something not too obvious to insert, from the vendor’s point of view, though they’d have to be extremely careful. Take us, for instance: two coppers. They wouldn’t have known us from Jack.”

      Amanda smiled and rolled her eyes at his unintended pun.

      “Yeah, yeah, very funny,” he mock-growled at her. “You’ll be reminding me of the Schitt family next.” He started to recite what he could remember, using his fingers to get all of the names right. “Jack Schitt was married to Noe Schitt. They had several kids: Holie Schitt, Giva Schitt, Fulla Schitt, Bull Schitt, and the twins Deep Schitt and Dip Schitt…”

      Amanda waved her arms in the air in defeat.

      “Okay, stop!” she called before he went on any further. “And Noe went on to re-marry Ted Sherlock after a divorce and kept her double-barrelled surname, making her Noe Schitt-Sherlock. Yes, I and everyone else in here have heard that story, Jack.”

      “I know, but it cracks me up every time I hear it, so humour me sometimes, eh?”

      “Funny, that’s the second time I’ve heard Sherlock in the last forty-eight hours. Must be something in the water.”

      “Let’s hope it’s not Schitt.” He grinned at her.

      “Riiiiiiight.” Amanda cleared her throat, refocusing. “So, again, what are you searching for?”

      “I’m looking at recent and old cases, because if they had turf wars in Glasgow back then, they may well have turf wars down here too. These vans are mobile, remember? So, they might not be locals.”

      “Good thinking. So, what’s the plan, then?”

      “I don’t really have one yet. We don’t know if there’s even been a crime committed.”

      Amanda looked at her watch. It was still early but what the hell. “Then do you fancy a drive out? I suggest we grab an early coffee from that layby van again and see what we can see for an hour. If nothing happens, we’ll keep an eye out from a distance, get a couple of the others to pop in for sandwiches on occasion, that type of thing. It’s only a hunch there’s even anything going on at this point.”

      Jack stood and closed down his computer. They grabbed their coats, scarves, and bags, and headed out to the car park.

      “I’ll drive,” Jack said, getting his keys out. He really hated being the passenger and much preferred to be in control. Driving also gave him the right to choose the music if they played any. And since he’d discovered music streaming without the need for CDs, the music world was his oyster. In reality, that meant he listened to even more of the old stuff, not the modern noise whose words he couldn’t hear.

      The car blipped open. He climbed into the driver’s seat and Amanda got in beside him. They set out into a bright but cold winter’s day. The sun’s glare hit him straight in the eyes and he pulled his visor down.

      “Shit, that’s bright,” he moaned, and pulled what he thought were his sunglasses down off his head. Amanda threw her head back and laughed as her pink reading glasses settled back on his nose.

      “Very bloody funny. Very funny indeed. You were waiting for that, weren’t you?” Jack growled and yanked the glasses off his face.

      “Of course I was! I just wondered when you’d finally notice,” she said, and carried on giggling until Jack finally saw the funny side of it too.

      “I’ll get you back for this, Amanda. You mark my words.”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Amanda roared, and the two of them howled together as they set off towards the layby.
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      By the time they had pulled up at the food van, there was quite a queue, made more bearable by the tepid winter sunshine. The pale yellow ball in the sky gave off a feeble heat, like half a bar on an old electric heater at a grandmother’s shins. No need for sunscreen today; there’d be more danger in a hot cup of tea. Jack approached the van and joined the back of the queue. Amanda stayed in the passenger seat surveying those parked up in the layby. Cars of all types were parked up – a few small vans, a motorcycle; nothing out of the ordinary. Trucks were not an option; the parking was too limited.

      Amanda watched Jack watching the queue. A tall blonde woman, her head covered in 80s-style frizz to her shoulders, stood directly in front of him, making it difficult for him to see round. Amanda doubted she was the motorcycle rider; she’d never get her comb through her hair ever again. And she wasn’t wearing leathers either, although the person in front of her was. This one was shorter in stature, with short dark hair and the typical V-shaped body of someone who spent time developing their upper chest; probably a male, Amanda thought. Then it was suit in front of suit in front of suit, all varying heights and widths, all playing with their phones. A total of seven people patiently waited their turn, and considering it wasn’t really breakfast time or morning coffee time but somewhere in between, that struck Amanda as quite a lot. Maybe the food van was that good and these people were regulars. Yes, her bacon sandwich had been nice, but queue-worthy?

      A suit up front took his bag and Styrofoam cup back to his car and got in. Amanda adjusted herself to see what he was doing, but he was too far away. But he didn’t just drive off; he sat long enough to perhaps eat what was in the bag. Another suit made his way back to his Mercedes, slipped inside, and then immediately hit the road and sped off, at unnecessary speed Amanda thought. That left two more suits, the biker and Blondie as well as Jack. Another suit joined in behind Jack, a woman this time, in a dark trouser suit. She began texting while she waited. The two remaining suits were served quickly. Both clutched white bags and soon left the layby.

      Finally, Jack was served and trotted back to the car with their order. He climbed into the car, and he and Amanda watched the layby activity as they slowly chewed on fresh bacon sandwiches and sipped their tea, in no particular rush.

      “There was nothing to see waiting in the queue, and I didn’t hear anything untoward either. The most I got was ‘red sauce or brown.’ And I couldn’t see big notes being handed over either, so if they are selling something illegally, they’re not taking payment at transaction time, and dealers don’t do that. It’s not good business sense – drugs on the never-never.” He took another bite and red sauce dropped down his tie.

      “Oh, sod it!” he exclaimed, and Amanda passed her napkin across, not wanting to wipe the sauce herself and smear it. Naturally, he managed to smear it himself and Amanda chuckled to herself, careful not to let him hear.

      “Well, maybe payment is cashless now,” she said. “Everything else we buy is going that way. Maybe the crims are going the same way – technology. You’ve heard of monthly subscription services for things like Netflix and what have you? Maybe these vans are doing the same thing, or maybe they have an app?”

      “Eh?”

      “Well, think about it. Why not? Open an account, pay some money in, then transfer it as or before you purchase.” Jack looked sceptical and Amanda carried on, “I’m not saying that’s what they’re doing. I don’t even know if that’s possible – and again, we don’t actually know if anything is going on. The queue could be because they sell great sandwiches and tea, which is no crime.

      “I can think of plenty of places that I’ve bought bacon sandwiches from that should have been a crime they were so bad. I mean, who in their right mind cooks bacon so it’s still pink? It’s got to be well cooked, crispy even. Just don’t give me pale pink, not ever.”

      Amanda nodded in agreement as she scrunched her bag up and wiped her mouth on a tissue from her bag. She gathered their rubbish and opened her door to get out. As she threw the waste paper into the bin, she noticed a couple of what looked like miniature empty sachets of salt sticking out from under a cup.

      She pondered for a moment. “Now that’s odd,” she mumbled quietly to herself. “Who puts salt on bacon sandwiches?” She checked her surroundings, then, using her discarded tissue, she carefully pulled them out by their corners. She folded the tissue over them and slipped them into her pocket. Then, she gently pushed other debris so one side and saw a couple more. In fact, as she focused, she could see the edges of yet more little packets, identical to the ones in her pocket. She took another tissue from her bag, had another quick look round to see that no one was watching, plucked the rest of the packets out, then headed back to where Jack was waiting.

      “You got something?” he enquired when she was safely in. He’d seen her lean into the bin and figured she wasn’t still hungry.

      “Let’s see, shall we?”
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      Luke and Clinton had glumly gone their separate ways for the weekend. It had been a depleting day for them both. Nobody said getting a business off the ground was going to be easy, and Luke hadn’t expected it to be a walk in the park either – more a walk through the Yorkshire Dales, he’d figured – but he had expected it to be less emotionally challenging. The constant rejection was tough to handle, and he felt the need to flake out a while and stop pretending that everything was going to be all right.

      His granddad would have warned him that each finance rejection was fate telling him to leave well enough alone, that the banks had his best interests at heart when they said no, even if it didn’t seem that way at the time.

      ‘They have rules in place for your own protection,” he’d have said. “Don’t force it.” Luke smiled as he imagined his grandfather giving him a stern talking-to, an arthritic forefinger pointing directly at Luke’s chest, his cloudy eyes crinkled with distress. He’d loved his wise old granddad. The old man had been gone a few years now and there was no one left in Luke’s life to fill his place.

      Luke closed his eyes as he lay stretched out on his bed in the back room at his parents’ place. He’d hoped to have moved out by now; a twenty-five-year-old shouldn’t still be living at home, never mind paying room and board. He should be making his own way in the world, living in a nice little flat somewhere, with a girlfriend maybe, a steady job to go to every Monday morning. He had none of that. And now it looked like he’d be sleeping in the tiny room for a while longer.

      “Get a job,” his father had said. “Stop with the romantic notion of running a big company. Knuckle down and do some proper work.”

      His father’s ideas of a proper job were something physical – and join the union while you’re at it. Like he had. It certainly hadn’t done him any harm, had it? Yeah, until miners weren’t needed anymore, foundries were closed down and dock workers were taken over by steel containers and hoists. No thanks. In Luke’s mind, running his own business wasn’t a romantic notion: it was a very real opportunity and he wanted in. Owning a mobile food van and selling well-cooked, wholesome organic food was what he wanted to do, knew he could do, if only they could find the funds to get up and running. Then they’d franchise the idea and take it nationwide and beyond. They had everything lined up – suppliers, menu ideas, locations even – but without funds, there was no way of getting it started.

      Hit.

      The word nagged at him again. He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. There was no harm in doing the research, was there? He grabbed his laptop from the bedside cabinet and opened Google. His hand hesitated over the keyboard. Would the search term send a flag up somewhere? Would cookies then track him on his computer? There was only one way to find out. He typed in the search box.

      Hit man for hire.

      And pressed enter.

      “No going back now. I hope I don’t need to have an explanation ready for the cybercrime division when they come knocking.”

      To Luke’s astonishment, Google returned more than three million results. So, like everyone else, he started at the top of the first page and looked at what was on offer. There were the usual Quora and Wikipedia pages, but about halfway down, a web address caught his attention. He read the small piece of text, his finger hovering over the keyboard as he wondered whether to click the actual link or not. Curiosity got the better of him and he hit it. Half of him expected an actual alarm to go off like a police siren; half of him thought, “It’s just a website. Don’t be so silly.”

      The website came to life, and a page with “Hit Man for Hire” emblazoned across it filled his screen. But a quick glance told him it wasn’t a shop front; rather, it was an old news story about a company that had been hired to build a website for such services and had quickly been shut down. Luke took a couple of deep breaths in and relaxed a little, taking comfort in the fact that something so illegal wasn’t as easily available as he’d first assumed. He hit the back button, went back to the search results and scrolled further down. The other results were stories about hits taking place on the dark web, websites that had sprung up there, guns for hire of all kinds and in all parts of the world. It seemed no matter what you wanted done – bones broken, beatings or a straightforward hit – it all could be found in a much darker place than Google.

      Luke closed his laptop lid, leaving the Google search page open, and rested his head back against the wall in thought. The dark web – that’s where he needed to do his research, find out more, maybe join a group or two and see what people were looking for and how they were getting their requirements filled. He had to admit, though, that the thought of doing a hit repulsed him: beatings to order sounded too personal, too brutal, and not something he’d be able to do even if he wanted to. He wasn’t built that way, in mind or in body. Stabbing someone was in the same “too personal” box, as he knew from watching far too many movies. It was a close-up act of violence, and it took a certain kind of person to take a life that way. And again, he didn’t have the physical build to overcome someone, never mind the mess factor.

      But shooting someone? That could be a different matter. He’d often thought, when road rage had overtaken his senses, that he could pull a trigger as easy as changing gear, wipe slow-moving traffic out of the way in an instant, clear the way for himself to get through. Blow away someone who had stolen the last parking space or cut him off on the motorway. He’d feel nothing but the smooth trigger with his finger, squeezing it gently. Powerful, almost hypnotic even. Yes, he could easily do that under any of those circumstances.

      It wouldn’t be personal at all.
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      After dinner, which consisted of a simple bowl of tomato soup and several slices of buttered toast, Luke took a quick walk in the drizzly evening air to blow some metaphorical cobwebs off. His hair had since dried, and his now tight curls looked a lot like a brown poodle’s coat though without the damp dog smell. Now he settled down to work in his room, laptop balancing on his thighs as he typed.

      Expanding on his earlier realization that he could easily fire a gun at someone, it seemed the sensible (if that was the correct word) thing to do some more research. From the little he’d found out already on the regular surface web and trusty Google, prices ranged from around £5000 to £30,000, depending on the quality of the kill and what was required.

      Quality? Sounds like big game hunting rather than a hit. Aren’t all shootings equal?

      If an experienced ex-Forces officer or similar was required, that was where the heftier price tag came in, whereas a dodgy backstreet pub dweller would do his best for a measly £5000 – balls over brains, he supposed. Luke figured that as an inexperienced but intelligent beginner, he’d sit someplace in the middle. He had the brains, he was clever, and he had common sense, something many people didn’t have – common sense wasn’t that common. But did he have the balls? Time would tell if he got that far.

      Luke began thinking out loud, a lifelong habit that had always helped him organize his thoughts.

      “I’m going to need a gun, and some training on how to use it,” he mumbled, “but which gun? I’m thinking with a silencer, so that means a pistol probably. Still too noisy, though. Maybe I’ll still need to use a pillow. Either way, first job, see if I can get the right gun.” He mentally filed the thought and went on to the next problem to solve – getting a customer.

      “I’d be out of place in a seedy pub, so how will I get a client? And how much should I charge? Hmm, I’m thinking a nice round ten thousand, so I only have to do a couple maybe, and I don’t want to price myself out of the market.” He added those thoughts to the other already in his mental filing cabinet. There was so much to organize, so much to think about. On the surface so far, though, it all seemed rather simple: get a weapon, get a client, decide on the situation and squeeze. Ten grand, thank you very much. Please call again. The thought amused him: “Please call again, and tell your friends!” He laughed.

      If he planned it out rigorously, nothing would go wrong. One thing he wasn’t planning on, not yet anyway, was telling Clinton, not until he was sure of how it would all work. Luke hit the Tor browser icon on the Mac’s dock and launched the dark web search page.

      “Here goes. Let’s see if I can pull this off.”

      Luke was no stranger to the dark web. He’d spent time there on and off over the years, mostly in chat rooms where he’d purchased a few odd small packets of hash. They’d arrive wrapped in plastic film, all folded up nicely and stuck to a fake gym invoice for cover. Not that he had any money to buy any at the moment, of course, but he knew his way around the place. He’d also seen more than his share of stuff he rather wished he hadn’t clicked on during his travels. Still, seedy stuff existed everywhere, he knew, whether it was on an actual physical street corner or a virtual one.

      But buying a weapon was a bit different than buying a gram of weed for personal use. He typed ‘buy pistol and silencer’ into the search box and hit enter. He then spent the next hour clicking links to various ‘stores’ and making notes of availability and pricing until he knew roughly what he was looking at cost-wise and what he’d get for his money. Some vendors were a little more security-conscious than others; some only accepted payment in Bitcoin. But all of them could offer a pistol with silencer with the serial number filed off for a fee, a fee he’d yet have to think about how he’d raise.

      He sat back, staring at the screen and tapping his fingers in thought, and suddenly it came to him. Maybe he could get his client first and use the advance to purchase the necessary tools? That way, if there were no enquiries about his service, he wouldn’t be out of pocket and left with an unregistered gun that probably came with a nasty history.

      It sounded the bright thing to do. He searched on, this time with a different set of keywords, to see what the competition were up to and how they preferred to run things. Scrolling through the results, he chose one and clicked the link. A basic website filled his screen. The heading at the top made no bones about what their service was: a hit for hire. He scrolled to the contact page and hovered his mouse, debating whether to click or not. If he was going to set himself up in a similar fashion, he had to know how the competition allowed clients to make contact. Surely it wouldn’t be by a regular email or text message; that would be way too stupid and easily traced.

      “Here goes,” he said out loud. “Let’s see how this all works.” He clicked the link, which took him through to a message board where he registered and asked his question. There was no request to confirm an email address, because that would take away the anonymous advantage of using the Tor browser. So it was all done via messages on a private board, he said to himself. Nobody knew who else was there, nor could they see them. On the one hand, if the cops were looking, you couldn’t see them. But if other criminals were looking, you couldn’t see them either – nobody could see anybody else. And that was why the dark net experience was so successful – it was virtually impossible for anyone, even the cleverest person, to monitor, unless they knew exactly where to look.

      He typed, “Looking for a hit on my husband. South London area. How much and when?”

      He stared at the words on the screen, his chest thumping with each heartbeat. Telling himself this was only research and not the real deal, he reconciled it in his head and clicked send. A whoosh of air left his chest. How long would a reply take? How much would it cost? What would the timeframe be? What other information would the outfit need from him? He felt panic start to rise.

      “Holy hell! I’m not sure if I’m cut out for this,” he muttered.

      The reply was almost instant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Luke sat on the bed and stared at the screen like it had morphed into something from a Jack Reacher movie. Did this shit really happen?

      Yep, it did.

      The words stared at him, begging to be answered. He knew there was a person on the other end of them expecting a response. Would they understand his nervousness and give him time to think? And, perhaps more to the point, was this what it would be like for his prospective customer when it came time to place an enquiry, talk about the needs, the finer details? Probably so.

      He sat back in his chair again, considering. Should he be cagey or direct with his requirements? What was the etiquette, assuming there was one? He sat forward again and typed his reply: “Looking for price and availability. Suggest quick shot. What else do you need?” Send.

      Wow, that felt funny, he thought. He waited. Had he been too direct? There was no mistaking what he was asking – but how you ask for a hit without actually saying the exact words? A pow-wow? A water pistol? A cap gun?

      He needn’t have worried. The reply came back quickly. He read it out loud to himself, slowly moving over the few words to make sure he understood the message.

      “£15,000, half up front, half on completion. I’ll tell you when and where later. What will the location be? Need a picture. Bitcoin or cash – you choose.”

      Luke couldn’t believe that he was actually conversing with a killer on the other side of his screen, someone happy to take fifteen grand and snuff out a life to order.

      Isn’t that what you’re thinking of doing, Luke?

      He began to type his reply – all in the name of research, of course.

      “Thanks. Need to figure that kind of money. I’ll come back then.” He pressed send and closed the site down before he said anything more. The person on the other side would put him down to being a tyre kicker, a time waster, which is exactly what he was to them while he researched. But he’d gained valuable knowledge from the brief encounter.

      He wondered how the cash option would work; obviously they wouldn’t be giving him account details for their local building society or high street bank – more likely a nearby rubbish bin and a brown paper bag. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been so hasty in closing the page down. Clearly, he needed to find out the answer.

      “One more,” he said, as he re-entered the search term and chose another site. This one listed various other services, beatings and the like as well as straightforward hits. Luke got the impression the site operated out of eastern Europe, though he couldn’t say why and had no way of finding out; it was just a sense. Maybe it was the way the text read; it had a sort of accent, if it was possible for the written word to have an accent.

      He registered and composed another message, this time feeling a little calmer and more in control.

      “Looking for a hit on husband. South London. How much and what do you need?” Send.

      The cursor blinked while he waited for a reply. After five full minutes, he was about to close up and give up for the night when the answer landed.

      “No problem. £12,000, half up front. Accident or shooting? How big is he?”

      “Shooting probably. Rougher part of town. How do I get cash to you?” Send.

      He waited, and this time the reply was quicker.

      “Can be organized. Cash is OK, drop-off place TBC. Need photo and location. Rest on completion. Interested?”

      Shit, he was pushy. He assumed it was a man. Pushy or weeding fakes out, one or the other. How should he respond? What else did he need to know? What would someone who really wanted their husband gone want to know?

      “Sounds good. How long until complete? Don’t want him to suffer either.” Send.

      Luke waited, willing the guy to respond quickly so he could get the hell out of the site. It gave him the heebie-jeebies. He needn’t have worried; once again, the reply was almost instant. It seemed the person was keen for another quick payday.

      “This week if needed. Quick and easy. Depends on you getting what I need.”

      Luke wanted to end the conversation – he had what he needed – but one more question needed answering.

      “How do I contact you? Through here?”

      “Yes. I’ll send a mobile number on delivery for final payment.”

      Good to know. I’ll need a burner phone or two, Luke mused. He had the surreal feeling that he was in a bad cop movie. He told them he’d be back and disconnected from the site. Closing the lid to his laptop, he took a couple of deep breaths and rolled the cricks from his neck. Feeling the need for some air, he gathered his jacket off a nearby chair and headed down the stairs and out the front door into the cold night. His breath was visible in short, misty bursts as he walked, the amber glow of street lamps lighting his way. The air was damp as usual, though thankfully it had stopped raining. He pulled his collar up against the cold and rammed his hands deeper into his pockets, head bent slightly as he walked. He spent the time sorting through what he’d learned so far. On the surface, it all seemed simple enough. But could he do it? Could he take someone’s life when it came to it? Or was this whole thing too much of a wacky idea? Maybe he should forget it completely, he told himself uneasily. He’d fantasized about shooting someone in a road rage – hell, most people he knew fantasized about that, when it came to it – but sneaking up on someone who hadn’t pissed him off directly and snuffing them out, well, that was different. That was cold-blooded murder.

      But £12,000 in cash was awfully tempting. It was more than enough funds to get his business going. And if he did it two or three times . . . Luke quickened his pace as the pieces fell into place. The more he turned it over in his head, the easier it sounded. Now he just needed to talk to Clinton about it.

      And get a weapon.
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      “I thought you were joking!” Clinton was incredulous. “You’ve got to be dreaming! Kill someone? For money? Are you out of your mind?”

      Luke had cemented his plan in his head as he’d walked round to Clinton’s place.

      “I’ve worked most of it out, and it’s pretty simple,” he said calmly. He counted on his fingers as he spoke. “One, I know how much to charge. Two, I know how the contact is made. Three, I know how to build a basic website. Four, I can probably get a weapon on the web. And five, we only have to do a couple of hits. Where else are we going to get the money? Because we’ve worked too hard to chuck this dream away. This will give us the start we need. Think about it, Clinton.”

      “I don’t need to think about it! It’s nuts! And what if we get caught, eh? That’s prison for the rest of our lives, or at least a good twenty years of it. And I don’t fancy being someone’s bitch, either. Trust you to be the one to come up with the harebrained idea.” Clinton rubbed his face with his hands.

      “And trust you to be the one that pooh-poohs it,” Luke said crossly. “I don’t see much coming from you in the way of money-earning ideas. You’re supposed to be the accountant brain of the two of us. I’m the creative one, remember.”

      “Well, I can’t say your idea isn’t creative, now can I? It’s about as creative as it gets, actually, so top marks for that,” Clinton spat back. His face had gone beet red.

      Luke sat back and waited for Clinton to cool down and catch his breath. It was a good job Clinton’s parents were away on holiday; they surely would have heard every word.

      For a few moments they sat in tense silence, eyeing each other uneasily. Clinton spoke first.

      “I’ll give it some thought,” he said, “but that’s all I’ll do. I’ll be right up front, though: I can’t see me changing my opinion. It’s way too risky and it’s cold-blooded. I’m not sure I’m that desperate.”

      Luke stayed silent, let him have his airtime.

      “Do you even know how to fire a gun, of any kind?” Clinton asked him.

      “I’ve shot a rifle and a shotgun, but not a handgun or revolver, no. Daresay I could learn, though. There’s got to be a gun club I can join somewhere, get some lessons.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, actually,” Clinton retorted. “This is England, remember, not the US. It might be a tad more difficult than you think. And then there is the small issue of actually purchasing a gun.” Clinton picked up his phone and typed into his browser. “See?” He turned his screen towards Luke. “Since the Dunblane school shooting in 1996, all handguns are effectively banned from the ranges. Only rifles and muzzle-loading pistols are allowed.” Turning the screen back to himself, he added, “I’m guessing those are the really old ones like they used to use in duels.” He almost looked chuffed.

      “There’ll be a way to get some lessons,” Luke insisted. “Once I’ve got something to practice with, mind. I haven’t looked at the cost yet, or the availability. I need to research a little more.”

      “Like which one you actually need to start with. Calibre and whatnot – silencer, size, that sort of thing.”

      Luke smiled broadly at Clinton.

      “What?”

      “Listen to you. You were so freaked out a few minutes ago, yet here you are now, calmly chatting away about the best gun to get.”

      “Leave out the ‘we’, will you? I’m simply talking to you, having a conversation and nothing more. I’ve not agreed to anything yet. And I won’t be either, I expect.”

      He went back to his phone and Luke watched him silently. If he was going to get fixed up with a weapon, it wasn’t going to be with the help of Google; more likely a backstreet pub off a rough council estate tower. He looked down at his pretty-boy hands, hands that didn’t get dirty that often. His mother used to say his hands were nicer than her own, and they probably were. In any rough pub those hands would give their game away; he’d stick out like a nun at a disco and probably get himself killed in the process if he tried. And there was still the issue of funds. No, he really had no choice: he’d have to buy the gun when he’d secured his first client with his first advance.

      But he still had to make the enquiry.
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      Mrs. Stewart held out a plastic box for Jack as he left his house for work.

      “Here, a piece of iced lemon loaf for your mid-morning snack, and I’ve put a piece in for Amanda too. See she gets it, please.” She nodded knowingly at Jack. They both knew that there was every chance Amanda would never see the extra piece, but Jack’s waistline would. It had happened before.

      “I only did that the once, as you well know, Mrs. S,” he teased. “Though iced lemon is one of my very favourites, so I wouldn’t like to guarantee its delivery to the rightful stomach.”

      Mrs. Stewart smiled as Jack set off towards his car, which was parked on the driveway. She raised a hand and waved him farewell, waiting for him to fully reverse and drive away before she shut the front door behind him.

      Jack smiled as he drove off; he loved this little ritual of theirs. He blushed to admit it, but his life was so much nicer now with Mrs. S. in the picture. She was Jack’s housekeeper, and she cleaned and cooked for him three times a week, usually in the mornings. Since his Janine had passed a few years back, he’d been muddling along on his own, and the habits he’d got into had needed intervention from Amanda and Ruth. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been coping, mind; he’d simply become a little scruffy round the edges, and ate appallingly, and his health had started to suffer a little because of it.

      Janine had done everything for him when she’d been alive, bless her, and so through no fault of his own he hadn’t known how to do laundry properly, or cook a decent meal, or most of the important but mundane things that happened round a house in terms of cleaning and maintenance.

      After he’d fallen ill and been laid up in hospital, Amanda and Ruth had installed Mrs. S. on a trial basis to help him out. He had balked at first, of course, but it had turned out to be the best gift the two women could have given him. He now had three wonderful women in his life.

      Jack smiled to himself and looked across at the little plastic box on the passenger seat. No doubt about it: Mrs. S. made him feel better about himself – and made him look better too. His old work shirts with the fraying collars had vanished. Replacements had been bought and were laundered carefully for him.

      He stopped for a red light and reached for his phone. He tapped the Spotify app, pressed on his Time Capsule, and Simon and Garfunkel’s Mrs. Robinson filled the car. He listened to the words as he waited for the lights to change. “Heaven holds a place for those who pray…”. Janine had prayed, and so had Jack when she’d been diagnosed with cancer.

      “God bless you, Janine,” he said huskily, and wondered what she was doing right at that moment. A toot from a car horn behind him brought him back to reality and he drove on as Scarborough Fair began to play.

      Ten minutes later, he was parked up in the station car park and retrieving the little plastic box along with his old briefcase. Raj was parked up nearby and shouted his good morning as he too made his way towards the building. Jack liked Raj. He was young and polite, and had brains, though they didn’t share the same interest in music. Not many had Jack’s limited tastes – ELO, Rainbow and little else. They fell into step together. Raj nodded at the box.

      “More homemade baking?”

      “Keep your dabs off it or I’ll know exactly where it’s gone,” Jack said, though he meant no malice. “One piece has Amanda’s name on it and the other is all mine. Play your cards right, and I’ll ask Mrs. S. to cut you a piece one of these days.”

      “I wish I had someone to bake for me. Shop-bought is nowhere near the same. How do I play my cards right, then? What do I have to do?”

      Raj opened the glass double door and Jack slipped though. He followed.

      “Put a rush on those packets from the bin if you can. I’ve a feeling they might be the key to something bigger.”

      “Oh?”

      “Call it a feeling in my water, but I think we could be looking at something landing in our own backyard. Get some results for me today, and there’s cake in it for you tomorrow.”

      Jack increased his speed and Raj fell behind.

      “Done. Make it a big piece,” he called after him, and made his way to his own office and desk, no doubt to make the phone call.

      Amanda materialized from a doorway as Jack passed by. “Hey, slow down,” she said, struggling to keep up. “What’s the rush?”

      “No rush, just want to get on,” he said, and passed the box to her. She opened the lid as she walked.

      “Oh! Mrs. S., I think I love you.” She reached in and helped herself to a slice. She took a mouthful and savoured the taste before replacing the lid and catching Jack up again.

      “That’s supposed to be for later with your coffee, not right now,” he said as he reached his desk and hung his jacket on the back of his chair.

      “Can only eat it once, and I’ve saved some.”

      “Well, don’t let Raj see you with it. He’s after a piece. I’ve told him it’s his tomorrow if he can work his magic and get those packet results today.” He flung himself into the chair. Stale air escaped in a whoosh at the sudden impact. The chair groaned as he turned in it to face Amanda.

      “Sounds like too much cake to me. Even your chair is complaining,” she teased him.

      “Funny, Lacey. You’re just jealous.”

      “Probably, though I don’t need the extra calories right now.” She patted her stomach. “Married life brings a couple more glasses of wine here and there, though I’m not complaining.”

      Jack looked over her shoulder and got to his feet. She turned to see Raj striding towards them. From the look on his face, he wasn’t bringing good news.

      “Oxy and codeine. High strength,” was all he said.

      Jack’s face fell. “Shit!”
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      “No surprises it’s a shell company that runs the van.”

      Raj had been digging most of the morning while Amanda caught up on some massively overdue paperwork. She looked up from the report she was typing. Raj stood by the corner of her desk. Dressed smartly as usual, he looked handsome in a pale blue check shirt that contrasted nicely with his dark skin. Amanda often thought he should have been a GQ model rather than a copper and not because he wasn’t good enough. No, Raj had a reputation for his diligence, but he also had a reputation for his good looks. She sat back in her chair.

      “Hmm. It’s never so easy, is it? Why can’t the criminals we have to deal with be a bit more obvious? Make it a wee bit easier for us just for once.”

      “Sorry, not this time. A bit more digging on this one, I’m afraid. Good old-fashioned leg work. Though I did pick up something along the way, a name. Not sure if it’ll lead anywhere but you never know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, from what I can tell, there could be a link to the north – Manchester, actually. One of the names that popped up in the background was linked to a bust some years back, though nothing came of it. Might be worth chatting to your buddies up there to see if they know of anything like this on their patch. I’m guessing a similar system with the food vans. There’s probably more of them up there than there are down here.”

      “Worth a chat. Give me the name.”

      Raj handed over a slip of paper and Amanda sat thoughtful for a moment. “Thanks Raj.”

      “Let me know, eh?” he said over his shoulder as he began walking back to his desk.

      Manchester.

      She knew a couple of the detectives in Manchester. She and Jack had worked on a case there together in the past. The infamous Sebastian Stevens had become a trophy for a different type of hunter, and the case had introduced her to DS Duncan Riley and DS Rick Black. The whole case had become a little too close for comfort when her friend Stephanie had become involved, though she herself had escaped unharmed. But both Rick and Duncan were competent detectives. In fact, Rick, who looked remarkably like Buddy Holly, was on a fast-track program to becoming a DI. He’d mused that he might find himself promoted to Croydon in the near future and become her direct boss. While she had no problem with him being younger than her, she’d wondered about his worldly-wise experience. Had he had enough to be a decent DI? ‘Dopey’ Dupin sprang to mind. His own youth hadn’t done him too much harm, though his nickname wasn’t particularly confidence-building or flattering.

      Her stomach growled like an old dog. Perhaps another bacon sandwich from a mobile van? She called over to Jack, who was fiddling with a coffee capsule that was stuck in the chamber. He had a knife in his hand trying to pull it back up and out. Amanda shook her head in amazement. For a fine detective, he found basic things a challenge at times.

      “I’ll buy you one. It’ll be quicker. Grab your jacket.”

      He didn’t need asking twice and left the offending capsule in situ for someone else to wrestle with. He hadn’t seen Dupin making his way in, mug in hand, but Amanda had. While Jack caught her up, she made her own quick exit out into the corridor, encouraging Jack to quicken his pace after her. He had the good sense not to yell at her to slow down. Perhaps he had seen Dupin on his tail after all.

      When they were both out in the car park, Jack finally asked where they were going.

      “Raj reckons this van might be linked to a set-up up north, around Manchester,” Amanda told him. “It seems a company name that was thrown up with his search was linked to another drugs case last year up there, but nothing was proved. My guess is the two are connected. No smoke without fire, or in this case no pills without pain. I’m going back for another look, see who’s working the counter. Might even mention I’ve a headache or something – you never know. Now we know there is probably something going on, we need to take a closer look and do a bit of fishing.”

      “You spoken to Manchester yet?

      “No. Thought I would after this. Needed a bacon roll anyway.” She turned and smiled at Jack, who was never one to turn bacon down. “Figured you’d like one too.”

      

      Amanda walked across to the van to place their order. Jack watched from the car, trying his best to take photos without being seen. As usual, there was a queue, and apart from an elderly couple, everyone else looked like regular business people. They all wore the same style of uniform, male or female: standard dark suit, pale shirt or blouse. The only thing that differed was age and shoe style. Amanda joined the back of the line and turned her ears up high in the hope of eavesdropping on a useful morsel. But nobody was talking, not to each other at any rate. The only conversation she heard was when an order was placed and the server asked about sauce colour.

      “Yes, love?” the server enquired, taking her away from her thoughts. The man was dressed in chef whites with a matching cap. “What can I get you?”

      “Well, if you could deal with my stonking headache, that would be handy.” She smiled up at him sweetly. The man looked unsure how to respond to her request. Amanda took the opportunity to study his face as he processed what she’d said. His eyes darted rapidly to his sidekick further inside the van.

      Amanda pressed on, this time in a hushed tone. “I don’t suppose you have any painkillers, do you? And I’ll have two bacon rolls wrapped separately as well.” That perfectly innocent smile again. Did his face register what she meant or was she mistaken? Hopeful, but maybe mistaken. Finally, he spoke.

      “Sorry, love, I don’t have anything,” he said, and turned to make up the two rolls, though not before she caught his glance again to his partner at his side. When the two bags were ready, she paid her money and turned to walk back to the car where Jack sat watching the proceedings. As she climbed in, she noticed him staring at a young man approaching the car. With a start, she realized he had been behind her in line. Amanda rolled her window down for him. He looked to both sides and then leaned closer to speak.

      “If you have a bad headache,” he started, “You’ll need to ask for something a little more specific, like special sauce. That’s all they need to hear. Too many pigs about; have to be careful.”

      Amanda slowly nodded her understanding.

      “Thanks. Good to know. What about payment?” She took a bite of her sandwich, carrying on with the pantomime.

      “Get the app,” he said briskly and walked away. They watched as he got into his own car and drove out of the layby.

      Jack raised an eyebrow at Amanda. “Well, if prostitutes have apps now, I guess it’s only natural progression drug dealers do too. Special sauce, eh?”

      Amanda, with a mouthful of food, could only nod in amazement.
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      Back at the station, Jack and Amanda made a bee-line for their desks.

      “I’ll get straight on to GMP, see what they know. You get on to cyber. Or is it drug squad? Could be either.” Without waiting for a response, she dialled Rick Black’s number. He picked up on the third ring.

      “DS Black here.”

      “Rick, hello, it’s DS Amanda Lacey from South Croydon. Remember me?”

      “Of course I do, Amanda. Not an easy lady to forget. Or case, for that matter.” There was laughter in his voice and she couldn’t help but smile a little at the phone. “That sounds ominous. What did I do to be so memorable?”

      “Kicked butt, if I remember rightly. Another madwoman behind bars. How are you, anyway, and what can I do for you?”

      “I’m great, thanks. Got married recently and I’m back busy at work as usual, which is why I’m ringing you.”

      “Congratulations, Amanda. Now what can I help you with?”

      “I thought I’d ask and see what your local drug dealers are up to currently, but not your old-school crack gangs. I’m talking the newer breed, the opiate pushers, oxy and the like. What’s happening on that front near you?”

      “Well, I can tell you there is definitely a market and a distribution. Drug squad could tell you more. Can you be more specific?”

      “Just following a hunch, though we did find some little empty packets in a public rubbish bin that tested positive for high-strength oxy and codeine. I’m thinking a food van nearby might be involved. Orders are placed with a bacon roll, transactions paid for possibly via an app rather than cash. Know of anything like that on your patch?” Amanda could hear a clicking on the other end of the receiver. She imagined his pen tapping his desk, a habit she remembered he had. It stopped as he began to speak again.

      “What makes you think of Manchester. Something linking it back up here?”

      “Yes, two things, actually. You’re not far from the Irish Sea – not that we have any reason to think that’s how it’s getting in, but it’s convenient. We also traced a company, though rather tenuously, back to a name from your area. Not directly of course, but his name came up from a previous case that, as usual for him, went nowhere.”

      “Oh? Who’s that?”

      “Wilfred Day.”

      Rick let out a long whistling breath through his teeth and stayed silent for a moment.

      “Are you still there, Rick?”

      “Yeah, just thinking. He’s like damn Teflon that one. Nothing sticks to him. Slips around like a fried egg in a greasy pan.” Amanda smiled at the analogy. Why did detectives have such vivid imaginations when it came to descriptions? Jack was just the same.

      “What’s he like?”

      “You mean other than slippery?”

      “Yes, what’s he like generally? Hard man, local mob, what?”

      “He’s one of the most politely spoken, well-dressed blond-haired blue-eyed thirty-something men you could ever meet. To look at him you’d say he came from money, probably a finance background or similar, complete with diamond-patterned sweater, chinos, and nicely polished brogues. Your typical hard man stereotype he’s not. Far from it.”

      “So why has he never been pinged?”

      “You mean apart from probably buying off everyone that he can? The juries he’s been in front of love him. He comes across as sweet-natured, funny, articulate, and they lap it up. Lap him up.”

      “And that’s not the real him.” It wasn’t a question, more a statement.

      “Correct. He might be baby faced and smartly dressed, but behind those blue eyes of his is a ferocious brain working overtime. Kneecapping and grunt work is not his style, but he’s clever, all right, and employs other clever people, of the technically clever type. Hackers and the like, those that can infiltrate bank accounts and data and hit the competition in their pockets rather than their balls. Less mess, less evidence, and probably gets results a lot quicker.

      “Sounds like a saint. And he operates in opiates in the main or something else?”

      “He’s like all the rest in that respect, running women and booze, but yes, drugs are his forte. I’ve not known him to deal with heroin and the like. Not for some time, actually. Maybe they’ve split the turf into substances instead of geographical area. Opiates attract a more discerning clientele than Skank and heroin. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was bringing in fentanyl too.”

      “That’s a worry, then. It’s really hard to tell heroin and fentanyl apart. They’re almost identical to look at.”

      “Tell me about it. We have the deaths to prove it. It’s the quantity that causes the deaths. A lethal dose of heroin could be thirty milligrams, but with fentanyl, you’re only talking three milligrams to overdose and kill someone –barely enough to cover the bottom of a test tube. Mistakes get made, I know. I’ve cleaned up the bodies.”

      “Christ, let’s hope he’s not responsible for distributing that.” Amanda fell thoughtful for a moment, pondering her next question. “So, do you know how his distribution works, how he’s selling it?”

      “Typically, he’s had women mainly, that I know of – your stereotype ‘soccer moms’ looking to earn some money while they mind the kids all day.” Amanda could almost see him making speech quotes in the air with his fingers. He went on, “I daresay they are probably customers too. Getting high is the fashionable thing to do with their bored glamorous buddies. But I’m only talking oxy and codeine now, not fentanyl. And he’s had a few students working for him too, looking to earn beer money without doing much. Easy money until they get caught.”

      “How about food vans, perhaps?” Amanda wasn’t sure what she wanted the answer to be.

      “Not heard anything, but that doesn’t mean no. Ice cream vans and food vans have been used in the past for both booze and drugs distribution, but it did get cleaned up. So, have you got something going on down your way?”

      “Not sure yet. Just those empty packets testing positive. If the vans are dealing, it could be a lucrative outlet for someone, and if others get wind of it, it could get a whole lot busier around here.”

      “I’m afraid so. Well, thanks for letting me know what’s happening. Hey, keep in touch eh?” The pen was clicking again in the background.

      “I will, and thanks for the info. Say hello to Duncan for me.”

      “Will do.” Then he was gone.

      Jack was hovering like a spaceship.

      “That was interesting, what I could hear of it. What next, Boss?”

      Jack never called her Boss – unless he was feeling stumped and was hoping she had the next move.

      “No idea.”
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      Duncan drove slowly past the park. The traffic behind him on the busy road was impatient; drivers gesticulated rudely as they cruised past in the adjacent lane, wondering who was being such a slow-moving dick. If they had known he was a police officer looking for missing children, they might have been a tad more forgiving, but everyone these days only cared for themselves. As it was, they were all in a hurry to get from A to B and he was in the way, holding them up from something pressing – like morning takeaway coffee.

      Another horn blared. He ignored it. Up ahead, he could see the main gates to the park and indicated to pull over. The clicking was almost hypnotic. A light drizzle was falling again, clinging to everything it touched. On a day like today, the park would be empty, dogs ‘in need’ having to make do with a quick in and out on a nearby grass verge or in their backyard. Duncan didn’t care about the dampness as he entered the park and paced down the main path. Finding his girls was more important. Up ahead he could see a uniformed officer who had joined in the search and he sped his pace up to a slow jog to catch him up. As he got closer, he called out to the officer.

      “Any luck?” He knew the answer – someone would have called him – but still he was hopeful.

      “Sorry, nothing yet,” the officer said. His badge said PC Daniels. Duncan knew he would be wanting to say something more reassuring but couldn’t. Adding your own comments like ‘I’m sure they will be fine,’ or ‘I promise we’ll get them back,’ was something police officers avoided at all costs. It always came back to haunt you if, in the end, things didn’t turn out to be fine. Daniels gave Duncan a sympathetic look. His radio chirped, neatly breaking the awkward pause.

      A scratchy voice said something he couldn’t catch.

      “Repeat that please, over,” Daniels said.

      “Call from a woman on Hyde Road. She has two young girls. Can you attend?”

      “What number?”

      He and Duncan ran together back towards the gate as the reply came back. When they reached Duncan’s car, he yelled at Daniels to get in. Duncan threw the car into reverse and hurtled out onto the busy main road towards the number they’d been given – and hopefully his two children.

      The house was only a couple of minutes from where they had been, overlooking the park.

      “There, on the steps!” Daniels yelled, pointing to an elderly woman on the front steps, and Duncan did a U-turn to get across. Angry motorists blared their horns but he ignored them, pulled up on the pavement directly outside and leapt from the car. He ploughed up the front steps two at a time, almost knocking the woman flying, Daniels on his heels.

      “Are they okay? Are they hurt?” he asked as he pushed past her. There in front of the fire, eating biscuits and drinking warm cordial, were his two little girls, faces still pink from the cold morning air.

      “Daddy, Daddy!” they squealed delightedly and leapt to their feet. Both girls flung their arms around his neck and he squeezed them tightly, then held them at arm’s length, swallowing back tears.

      “We got a bit far away. Have you come to take us home?” Victoria asked. Duncan took both their small hands in his big ones and squeezed affectionately.

      “I have, my darlings. But first, tell me what you’ve been up to.” He smiled encouragingly so they wouldn’t think they were in trouble, which they weren’t. But he wanted to know the story. The old woman stepped forward.

      “Perhaps I should tell you,” she suggested. “Won’t you sit down?”

      The other officer, who was standing to one side, took his notebook. Duncan sat on the old sofa with Victoria and Jasmine each on a knee. He gave them another joint hug and Jasmine giggled. For some reason, the woman looked familiar, though he couldn’t place her.

      “I saw them from my window upstairs,” the woman said. “Playing in the park they were. It was cold, so I went over. There was no one with them. So I said I’d make warm juice if they’d like some. And they did. And then I called the police. I figured they shouldn’t be out on their own.” Her voice croaked with age and something more, something like emotion perhaps.

      PC Daniels put his arm around her and gently guided her to sit in the big chair by the fire. The crochet blanket on the back of it told him the chair was hers. Then she began to weep softly. A siren could be heard in the near distance, then car doors banging outside, so Daniels went out to the front door where more uniforms were arriving. Duncan could hear voices. One of them was Rochelle.

      He turned to his two girls. “I’m just glad you’re both all right. But we need to go home now, so say thank you to the lovely lady for the juice.” He forced a bright smile onto his face.

      “Thank you for the juice,” they both said dutifully, but the old woman had her head in her hands and was crying gently. Rochelle walked in at that moment and took the situation in. Duncan guessed that Daniels had briefly filled her in. She nodded at Duncan, indicating that he was to leave and she’d look after the woman and take some further notes. Together, he and his girls left the warm comfort of the lounge and headed out to his car. The cold, wet air suddenly didn’t seem so wet on his skin as he opened the rear door, helped them both in and fastened their seatbelts.

      Even though he was happy to have them both back safely, he knew that he now had to deal with Sam.
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      Driving the short distance home with the girls safely strapped into their seats behind him, Duncan’ thoughts tossed around his head like a tumble drier. Relief had flooded his system when he’d seen his daughters’ pink little faces, that his babies were indeed safe and well after their adventure, that nothing sinister had happened to them. He knew full well that, with two children still missing and a predator out there, that his situation could have turned into something devastatingly heart-wrenching. He gave silent thanks as he drove, raising his eyes for a moment to the sky as he did so.

      Now he had to decide what to do about Sam, though: be thankful or be angry? The only thing he felt right at this moment was thankful, but he knew when he saw her face his emotions would flash over to anger at her incompetence, her laziness, her sloppiness. To have allowed such a thing to happen in the first place was inconceivable. She had one job, and one job only while she was unemployed – to look after the children and the house – and it seemed she couldn’t even manage that. Honestly, lying in bed and oversleeping until 9 a.m.? What had possessed her to do such a thing, on a school day particularly? She wasn’t ill, so why? Why?

      It was true their relationship hadn’t been good in some time. They’d both changed over the last year or so. He had been working some difficult cases and staying away late, and then Sam had lost her job and been staying around the house most of the day. She’d appeared to enjoy the time initially, but things had gradually tumbled into disarray, and look where they were now. Yes, he still cared for her, but did he feel anything more towards her? he wondered. Did he still fancy her, find her attractive? He knew the answer was no. They hadn’t been close in many months; neither of them had wanted to make the move, and neither wanted to risk the rejection.

      As he turned into Clumber Road, Sam was stood out on the front path, still dressed in her pyjamas. Her friend Anika was by her side, arm draped around Sam’s shoulders for support, he assumed. Sam rushed forward as he pulled up, arms wide, wailing loudly. Victoria was already opening her door.

      “Thank God you’re both safe! Where have you been?” Sam buried her face into Victoria’s hair and, as Jasmine came around the car, grabbed her too and pulled them both close. Noisy, gulping sobs came from her mouth.

      At last Sam stood, and Duncan ushered the small group back inside towards privacy. He turned to Anika.

      “Thanks for taking care of her,” he said, and she nodded her understanding.

      No longer needed, Anika called to Sam that she’d call later and left, though whether Sam heard her or not, who could tell? She didn’t respond. Once Anika had left, Duncan closed the door behind them and headed into the lounge where Sam was now taking the girls’ coats off. Her face was red from crying, her eyes swollen; she looked terrible. Duncan stood for a moment and didn’t say a thing; he just looked at her. When had she last washed her hair? he wondered. That was old dirt and grease, meaning Sam had missed more than just today’s shower. And why wasn’t she dressed? Had she gone back to bed after she’d called him? Surely not.

      She looked up at him and caught his eye, gave him a weak smile that he tried hard to return. Tears were starting to well in her eyes again, threatening to spill over. He stepped over to her and pulled her in close for a hug. Her face was hot against his cheek as she sobbed again, her shoulders shaking as she cried. Automatically he brushed her head with his hand to soothe her as she tried to tell him that she was sorry. He’d loved Sam once, even if he wasn’t sure he did now. They had a history, a family together, but as he held her close waiting for the tears to stop, the ball of disappointment sat heavy in his gut. Finally, she pulled away a little.

      “Here,” he said, handing her his handkerchief. He caught the strong smell of old sweat and tried not to wrinkle his nose. Instead, he stepped away and began to turn towards the kitchen – away from her.

      “I’ll make some tea. Why don’t you go and have a shower, get dressed and we can talk? I’m not going back to the station just yet.”

      Sam’s face morphed into a mask of hatred so suddenly that he stepped back.

      “You’re going back to work!? Really? What a wanker!” she screamed.

      Duncan stood stock still, aghast. Her face was a deep purple, her lips drawn back in a snarl. Sam looked nothing the woman he’d married.

      She carried on, filling Duncan’s surprised silence. “Have you no time for your own children, Duncan? Because perhaps if you did, they wouldn’t have gone walkabout this morning, now, would they!” Sam picked up a mug from the coffee table and threw it across the room. Brown liquid splashed up the wallpaper as shards of china dropped to the carpet. Duncan watched, mesmerized, as cold tea ran in rivulets towards the floor. He couldn’t quite believe his eyes or his ears.

      Sam was blaming him for the girls’ disappearance.

      He finally found his voice.

      “I don’t fucking believe you’re putting the blame on me! You were the one looking after them. You were the one that lay in bed oversleeping. You were the one with the responsibility of keeping them safe! You, Sam, you! You have one job! One job! And you can’t even manage that,” he screamed at her. He could feel that his face was almost as red as hers.

      But Sam was in the mood for a fight and wasn’t about to back down. With crazy in her eyes, she screamed back at him. “They’re not always my fucking responsibility. They’re yours too, though you’d never know – you’re never fucking here!”

      Duncan opened his mouth to respond and was horrified to hear the sound of a child crying. Oh God. Victoria and Jasmine were still in the room. His heart in his mouth, Duncan went over to them and bent down, clasping them both in his arms. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sam looking on.

      “I’m sorry for arguing,” he said, ashamed. “You aren’t meant to hear us shouting. That’s wrong of us.” As calmly as he could, Duncan suggested they both go upstairs and play for a while until their mummy and daddy had finished talking. And as a special treat for being good girls, they could choose what they ate for dinner later. He and Sam watched as the girls left the room, and then Duncan turned back to Sam. At least the girls had taken the wind out of her sails for the time being; she no longer resembled something possessed.

      “I work Sam, to feed this family. That’s my job. Your job is to look after this family while I’m not around. When you get a job, that role is split between the both of us, with probably some outside help like other families manage. But since you don’t have a job, you’re it. Can I make it any plainer? Do you get that?”

      “Oh, I get it, all right. I’m at fault again,” she said snidely.

      “In this instance, yes, you are. While you were lying in bed, they,” he pointed up towards the girls’ bedrooms, “they managed to get out and walk to the park. With a suspected child abductor running loose, I might add. So yes, it was your fault. What were you thinking?”

      “Fuck off,” Sam shot back as she turned and headed up the stairs. Duncan heard the slamming of their bedroom door above and rolled his tired eyes at the ceiling. He flopped into a nearby chair to think. This wasn’t how it was meant to be. Something had to change. Sam had to change. When she’d calmed down, he’d talk to her again and spell out their future together.

      If they had one.
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      It was over an hour later when Sam finally made it back down the stairs, though she still hadn’t cleaned herself up. In her absence, Duncan had picked up the smashed mug and wiped the wall down, and generally tidied the room up while the girls quietly watched cartoons on TV. The depressing rain had finally stopped and a weak sunshine was trying its best to warm the front room. At least it was brightening, if not heating. Duncan stayed put on the sofa. His shoulders sagged wearily with the weight of the day. He waited for her to speak.

      “I thought you’d have gone by now, back to work.” She sauntered over to the vacant chair and slumped down on it, gathering her feet up beneath her, not really looking his way. He could see her face was still red and blotchy from the tears, but he had stopped feeling sorry for her. He let her comment go without rebuff.

      “You were sleeping, I assumed, so I couldn’t leave them.” His voice was steady and even, with no amplification. Just the facts.

      “Well, I’m up now, so why don’t you go? I’m sure you’ve plenty to be doing.”

      Duncan watched her as she pretended to be watching cartoons, looking anywhere rather than at him. “I’ll perhaps go in later. But now you’re up, I want to talk to you properly, without either of us shouting.”

      “Oh? You think we can manage that, do you?”

      The sarcasm wasn’t lost on Duncan, but he ignored it. When she saw he wasn’t going to rise to her malice, she visibly lowered her shoulders. Duncan turned to the girls. “Why don’t you play upstairs for a while? Then we can go for pizza if you like.”

      “Yeah!” they cheered, then stood and headed to their rooms. Duncan shouted after them, “I’ll call you when it’s time to go, okay?”

      “Okay, Dad,” they replied. Like two peas in a pod, two coffee beans in a jar. He smiled, despite himself. When they were finally out of earshot, Duncan leaned forward on the sofa, head lowered, hands hanging in front of him. He’d spent some time, while Sam had been upstairs, thinking through what he wanted to say, and the best way to say it. Now, his practiced words had gone astray, and he searched his head for some clear space. It was full of missing children it seemed, though not his two anymore.

      “Sam,” he began. “We can’t go on like this. Today has been a disaster, a worrying, emotionally draining disaster. We both know that, and I’m not about to point the finger at you again. Let’s put it down to a bad experience, and one we’d both rather forget, I’m sure.” He looked up at her from under his brows. She was listening. He carried on. “But things have to change, and soon. Things between us haven’t been that great for some time now, since you lost your job probably, and I feel for you, really I do.”

      Sam scoffed, “Oh, great. Thanks very much. Here we go again.”

      “But that’s when things changed, Sam, like it or not. And I’m not prepared to go on as we have been. Either you clean your act up and sort yourself out, or I’m out of here. I mean it, Sam.” He was looking straight at her now, wondering what effect his words would have on her. There was no easy way to say he really wanted to leave, didn’t like what she’d become, so he’d stuck with the basics – for now.

      But true to form, that was more than enough to set her off again.

      “I don’t fucking believe it! You’re threatening to leave me and the kids because I lost my job? Are you that fucking mean?”

      “That’s not what I said and you know it. I said things hadn’t been good since then but yes, if things don’t change, yes, I’m considering leaving.”

      He watched as she leapt up from her spot and paced over to the window, then turned and faced him full on. Her eyes flamed with rage and spittle flew from her lips. So much venom, so much anger; she really did look like a woman possessed. Again.

      “Well, if you’re that unhappy, why don’t you fuck off now, eh? You’re never around much anyway, so you may as well leave us. I’m sure one of the girls at work would let you stay on her sofa.” She paused and gave him an evil smile. “Or her bed. I’m sure Rochelle wouldn’t kick you out in a hurry.”

      Duncan felt himself grow pale. Sure, he found Rochelle attractive; most men did. But he’d never done anything behind Sam’s back, ever. His family was precious to him and he’d scowled at other colleagues for playing away from home. It wasn’t right.

      “Ah, come on, you know there’s never been anything going on there, or with anyone from work, or anyone else, full stop, actually.” He was starting to lose his cool, aware his voice was escalating in pitch and volume again. He didn’t want the girls to overhear his words but he wanted to respond, needed to.

      “And you know that deep down. Sam, this is about us. You’ve got to clean your act up, get some help from someone, get your life back. All I see every time I come home is you in your nightclothes. You don’t look like you’ve even had a shower for a couple of days, and your anger has skyrocketed. Whatever I say, you fly into a rage so quickly, it’s frightening. What the hell has got in to you?” He took a breath and then carried on, momentum pushing him to complete what he had to say. “If things haven’t changed in one month’s time, I’m leaving. That gives you time to sort yourself out and at least be applying for a new job. After that, if there’s no change, I’m taking the girls with me and we’re leaving.” Duncan bowed his head.

      Barely audible, Sam confirmed, “One month. Then you’re taking the girls.”

      “Yes. And I’m deadly serious. We will leave.”

      Wordlessly, Sam turned on her heel and ran back upstairs to the bedroom. Duncan heard the door slam once again and hung his head in despair. He had hoped it wouldn’t come to this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam was angry and upset all at the same time. In the privacy of the bedroom, she alternated between pacing with clenched fists and a screwed-up, furious face and sobbing in desperation, tears streaming down her cheeks. She was drained. Drained of energy and drained of feeling, though not for her children. Tired of pacing, Sam lay on the bed and buried her face in the pillow where she screamed out her frustration in short bursts, safe in the knowledge no one could hear her.

      When the tears finally stopped, she stayed face down, eyes closed, waiting for the world to go away. What she wouldn’t do for some help right now, a little something to knock her out, something to numb her, if only for a couple of hours, but she had nothing left. The side pocket of her handbag was empty again. If she hadn’t taken her last six that morning, she’d have had something to take the edge off now, but they were gone. She couldn’t leave the house, she knew, so there was no way to get what she desperately needed, not yet anyway. No, she’d have to wait and slip out later when he’d gone to work. Maybe Anika would keep an eye on the girls for ten while she went. Yes, that’s what she’d do – drive out later tonight.

      Safe in the knowledge she’d get some relief later, she turned over and stared up at the ceiling in the growing dusk. Winter days were so short; sometimes the sun never reached full brightness before fading away again in the late afternoon. Soon, the street lamps would come on again, giving her unlit room an eerie yellow-orange glow. In her head, she went over what Duncan had said. How could he have been so mean, show so little understanding of what she was going through? And now he’d given her an ultimatum – get sorted or he was leaving and taking Victoria and Jasmine with him. That was the part that stung the most: the thought of losing the girls, not having them by her side each day, not taking them to school and picking them up again, not going for burgers with them. It would be soul-destroying.

      No, she needed to figure this out – get a job and get back into Duncan’s good books, show him she could change, that he could love her, be attracted to her again, that they’d both be all right, that they could be a proper functioning family again. And soon. Sam sat up on the bed with new energy, a new motivation, swung her legs over the edge and headed towards the bedroom door. She opened it quietly and stood listening for voices or movement, unsure how long she’d been lying on the bed. Maybe Duncan and the girls had gone out for pizza without her. Was she all alone?

      She tiptoed across the landing towards the bathroom. Victoria’s door was wide open, the room empty, as was Jasmine’s. Maybe they were all downstairs. In the bathroom, she wiped her blotchy face and stood for a moment gazing at the woman who stared back from the mirror. Her mousy hair was greasy and lank, as Duncan had so eloquently pointed out earlier, her nightclothes faded and worn – she looked hideous. And she stank.

      She padded out of the bathroom and quietly headed downstairs, hoping none of the boards would creak, holding her breath until she got to the bottom. There were no lights under doors, no flickering blue light of a TV screen, no sounds of any kind. She put her ear to the lounge door and heard nothing. She turned the handle and peered inside.

      The room was indeed empty – they had all gone out. She was alone.

      Sam let out a deep breath. “Thank fuck for that,” she said to the empty room, as she turned a lamp on in the corner. The clock on the wall said it was coming up to 4:30. It would be dark in a few minutes. She leaned towards the window to see if Duncan’s car was parked out the front or on the drive – both spaces were empty.

      But had he just gone for pizza? Or had he packed a few things while she’d slept? Had she slept? With the sudden realization he could have already left, she flew from the lounge and back upstairs. She ran into Jasmine’s room and flung open the wardrobe. Frantically, she assessed the contents: backpack and shoes still there, clothing still there. She bolted into Victoria’s room; everything was still there, too. She let out another deep breath. Nothing was missing. They hadn’t gone for good. This time.

      Her heart was still pounding. She realized she had been as terrified, just now, as she had been earlier that morning when the girls had gone missing. No, this wouldn’t do at all. This was a feeling she never wanted to have again, one to be avoided at all costs. With a new feeling of determination, she headed back to the bathroom and a much-needed shower. If she was going to change the status quo at home, she needed to start right now. Nobody, not anybody, was going to take her children away from her. Not ever.

      As steam filled the room and Sam stood under the hot water, another option came to her. A slight smile played on her mouth as it developed into something resembling a plan. Slowly she carried on soaping herself, replacing her sour smell with lemon zest, her idea filling her with fresh new hope. Her mother had always said there was more than one way to skin a cat, and Sam had just realized what that other way would be.

      Get rid of Duncan.
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      Duncan and the girls were nearly home. They’d gone out for pizza together and then stopped off for ice cream. Victoria and Jasmine were side by side in their booster seats in the back seat. Patting her stomach, Victoria exclaimed, “I’m stuffed, Daddy. Do you think I’ll be sick?”

      Laughing lightly, Duncan replied, “I hope not, because that would mean a waste of pizza and a messy car.”

      Jasmine piped up, “And stinky too. You’d be stinky.”

      Both girls began giggling, and Duncan joined in, shaking his head and thoroughly enjoying himself. As he turned into Clumber Road, he realized he hadn’t had so much fun in a while.

      “We should do this more often, just the three of us. What do you say?”

      A chorus of “Yeah!” filled the car as he pulled into the driveway and parked up. The girls leapt out of the vehicle and dashed to the front door. It opened, and Duncan saw Sam standing there. She was showered and dressed, he noted with surprise. Perhaps their conversation earlier had had an effect. He watched as she bent to give the girls a kiss on the cheek each as they passed through and stood to one side as Duncan approached.

      “They look happy,” she said to him. “What did you do for dinner?”

      “Pizza and ice cream – every kid’s dream.” He wasn’t frosty as he replied, but he wasn’t exactly warm either. “They might be on a sugar high for an hour or so but I figured today hadn’t been like any other and they deserved a treat.”

      He carried on through to the lounge, gathering the girls’ coats to put back in the cupboard. The girls were fizzing with giggly energy; Jasmine was bouncing up and down on the sofa. Duncan hadn’t the heart to tell her to slow down so he ignored it.

      “I’ll go and run you a bubble bath, then you can read for a while before sleep, okay?” he told them, to a chorus of groans. “I think you’ve had enough fun for one day, and reading is good for you, remember? It makes the brain bigger, so you get to be cleverer than the other kids at school.”

      How many lies did parents tell their children while they were growing up, he mused? Father Christmas and the Easter Bunny were two straight off, never mind carrots making you see in the dark and crusts making curls in your hair. What hogwash. The biggest lie that Duncan had found out while growing up was there really wasn’t a tooth fairy either, having caught his dad putting money under his pillow in exchange for a tooth. He’d worked hard on dislodging it fully in anticipation of seeing what the tooth fairy looked like and hadn’t been expecting his dad that night. From then on, he’d questioned all of the major events a child looked forward to, his inquisitive mind demanding to know the real answers, and as his parents couldn’t come up with proof that any of these mythical beings did exist, that had been the end of that.

      He herded the girls up the stairs and went into the bathroom to start running their bath. He focused on adding bubble gum-scented bubbles to the bath water and stared into them as they formed on the surface, steam rising and clinging to the window. By the time bath time had finished, the glass would be running rivers of moisture down onto the tiled sill like fresh tears pooling. Maybe the room could sense the emotion in the house. He swished the water round; the temperature was just right. Standing at the bathroom door, he called them both.

      “Bath is ready – Victoria, Jasmine!”

      As they trotted in and began to undress, he left the room to gather their nightclothes and give them some privacy. He let them bathe in peace, leaving the door open so he could hear them from the bedroom next door. When they were dried and dressed, he’d go back in.

      He sat on the end of the bed and listened to their girl talk. They were seemingly unaware he was close by.

      “Do you think Mummy is all right?” Jasmine asked.

      “I think so. Grownups cry sometimes. I know Kate’s mum cries all the time – she told me.”

      “Why?”

      “Tummy ache sometimes, I think. Grownups get tummy ache too.”

      “Oh.”

      Duncan couldn’t help smiling at their naivety; they had so much yet to learn about life and growing up. He heard Sam climbing the stairs and he watched her as she put her head around the door and chatted briefly with them. To his surprise, she came and sat down next to him on the bed.

      “Are you feeling a bit better?” he asked.

      Without turning she replied that she was, that she had taken a shower and felt better, that she was sorry for yelling.

      Duncan nodded mutely. After a couple of minutes of silence, he said, “I’m going into work for a couple of hours shortly. Will you be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. I’ll probably be asleep when you get back. It’s been a draining day.”

      “Yes, yes it has,” he agreed.

      The girls came out of the bathroom, struggling into their nighties. Behind them, water gurgled noisily down the plughole.

      “Right,” he told Sam. “I’ll say goodnight to them, and I’ll be off.”

      

      When Sam heard the front door close behind him, she went back down the stairs to find her phone and dialled Anika’s number.

      “Would you mind coming over for an hour? Only I need to pop out and Duncan is at work. The girls are both tucked up asleep.”

      Anika asked if she was all right.

      “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I just need to nip to the all-night chemist.” She waited for Anika’s response.

      “Great. See you soon.”

      Sam knew that her youth, her swollen eyes and her haggard look meant the night chemist probably wouldn’t question handing over a packet of strong codeine-filled painkillers.

      That was what she was banking on, anyway. But first she’d have to find a chemist who didn’t recognize her as a recent visitor.
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      Duncan left the house feeling a little brighter himself. He was pleased that Sam had had a shower and got dressed, even though it was nearly time to go back to bed. It was a start, though; he hoped his words had hit home.

      The streets were dark save for the amber-yellow haze of the streetlights, and on a cold damp evening, there weren’t too many people out, on foot or otherwise. He was in the station car park and parked up in only a handful of minutes. He scanned the other vehicles to see who else was working and noticed Rochelle’s black Triumph motorbike sat in the corner. It always made him smile; she was the perfect type of woman to ride such a thing – hot, fast and not to be messed with. He pushed the thought away quickly. He needed to keep a clear head.

      The corridor into the building was quiet as he headed to the squad room and his desk. Rochelle saw him arrive and sauntered over, her head cocked questioningly to one side.

      “What are you doing here? We didn’t expect you in tonight.”

      “I had to get out the house. And the girls are fine after their adventure so I thought I’d come in for a couple of hours. There are still a couple of children out there needing our help.” He gave a weak smile and Rochelle picked up on his vibe.

      “I’m just headed to the canteen. Want a cuppa?”

      “Why not? Then you can fill me in where you’re up to.”

      “And you can fill me in on why the long face,” she said knowingly.

      Duncan lowered his head slightly. “That obvious, eh?”

      “I’m a detective too, remember?”

      “So you are. But save the interrogation, all right? I’ve had enough for one day.”

      “We’ll see,” she said as they made their way towards the canteen. No matter the time, there was always the smell of coffee brewing or lingering food smells, sometimes good and sometimes, well, not so. Tonight, the odour of curry lingered in the air and Duncan remembered he hadn’t eaten. While the girls had stuffed themselves silly, he’d had no appetite; the stresses of their disappearance and then rowing with Sam had seen to that. But now his stomach was catching up with him.

      “Have you eaten?” he asked Rochelle. “That curry smells good.”

      “I had some earlier, but you go ahead. It wasn’t bad, actually.” She placed their order – a plate of chicken curry for Duncan, a mug of tea for herself. The cashier looked bored stiff, waiting for her shift to be up so she could go home. They made their way to a deserted table in the middle of the functional dining-cum-relaxation room and Duncan sat down heavily on a plastic chair. A ‘whoosh’ escaped his lungs involuntarily.

      “So, what happened at home? You look like shit.”

      Duncan smiled. Rochelle was never one to mince words. “You’re too kind. Just feeling pretty deflated and a little wrung out. The girls are safe and well…” Duncan let the sentence hang in the air.

      “Go on,” Rochelle probed. “I can sense there’s more.”

      “Sam and I are most certainly not.”

      “How so? What happened this time?”

      “I told her it was her fault they had gone. It was on her lookout and she dropped the ball completely.”

      “Ouch. That wouldn’t have gone down well, I’m assuming.” Her tea arrived and she wrapped her hands around the mug like it was a comfort blanket and took a sip while the cashier informed Duncan his curry was en route. He watched the bored woman saunter back to the kitchen to await his plate for delivery. Absentmindedly, he wondered about her life for a moment or two, what she had to go home to. Did she have someone? Not everyone did. He was aware Rochelle had stopped chatting.

      “Sorry. I was miles away. What did you say?”

      Raising her voice slightly, she said, “I said I assume that didn’t go down well, you saying it was her fault and all.”

      “No. We rowed, and I threw her an ultimatum.” The cashier returned and placed his curry in front of him. He picked up a fork and dug in, scooping rice and tikka masala up in one motion. “Mmm, not bad,” he said. He scooped up more with the side of his fork and ate.

      “This is like pulling teeth,” groaned Rochelle. “What was the ultimatum? Have I got to guess?”

      “Sorry, mate. I’m just really hungry. It’s been a long day. But to answer your question, I told her if she didn’t sort herself out and at least apply for a job or two, I was out and I’d take the girls with me.”

      He took another forkful and Rochelle watched him as he chewed, waiting for him to swallow and go on. When he didn’t, she said, “I’m guessing that didn’t go down well either. No wonder you’re feeling rough. Have you left her on speaking terms this evening or is it the sofa for you tonight?”

      “Well, we’re speaking, and when I got back with the girls after pizza, at least she’d had a shower, so my words must have had some effect.” He cleared the last forkful of curry into his mouth and Rochelle watched and waited for him to carry on.

      “We’ll see,” he said at last. “I hope she does sort herself out.” He put his fork down and wiped his mouth on a serviette. “But I’m serious. I will leave with the girls. I can’t trust her. This isn’t the first time things have gone haywire since she was made redundant. It’s like she’s lost her grip on life, and I can’t deal with it.” Rochelle nodded and he carried on. “I have to know the girls are safe at all times and I don’t think that’s too much to ask. There’s already two children missing. I don’t want there to be any more.”

      “I agree with you there.”

      There was nothing more to say, really. They stood, ready to get back to work. Duncan realized he was feeling more invigorated for both the chat and a decent meal.
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      Thank the lord for Anika, Sam thought as she searched for her bag and slipped some shoes on. Since the two lived close by, it would only take her friend a minute or two to get to the house and then Sam could get on with finding a chemist that didn’t know her. If she’d had the cash, it would be easier and probably quicker to go to the house for a pill and a cup of pretend tea, but she’d only got £10 in her purse and not a lot in the housekeeping account to draw another lot out. She knew Duncan watched the account and though he’d never asked her to explain every penny, she felt like she should be as inconspicuous as possible so as not to raise his suspicions.

      Car headlights came around the corner and she pulled the curtains closed and made her way to the door. As Anika pulled up, Sam scurried over to the car and waited for the engine to stop and her friend to get out.

      “Thanks so much, Anika. I owe you one! I’ll only be a few minutes, promise,” she said gaily as she turned and trotted to her own car. She pressed the fob to unlock it and jumped in quickly before Anika could ask any further questions. She reversed out onto the road and waved airily to Anika, who was now stood in the open doorway. Sam watched in her rear-view mirror as the front door closed. With luck, the girls would be none the wiser that their mother wasn’t home.

      Again.

      Sam drove to the nearest chemist and parked up outside. Through the window she could see a handful of people waiting in line for their prescriptions and contemplated trying her luck. If the pharmacist was busy, he might not give her the third degree about what she needed the tablets for or recognize her from her custom last week. And the previous week. The “terrible period pains” and “bad head” excuses could only work for so long, and she knew she’d likely be getting a sideways glance this time at the very least.

      As she watched, a customer came out; that left three others still inside. Undoing her seatbelt, she took a deep breath. She figured she might as well try, because the next chemist was a bit of a drive away and she really didn’t want to be out too long. After all, she’d promised Anika she’d only be a few minutes. The cool night air wrapped itself around her as she made her way inside the shop and joined the end of the queue. The pharmacist gave her a cursory glance but nothing more. Had he recognized her fleetingly? Or was she imagining it? Sam kept her head lowered as she shuffled forward to wait her turn to be served, wishing she’d brought a cap to disguise or change her appearance slightly. Was she being paranoid now? As the person in front of her, an elderly woman with a walking stick, turned and made her way slowly towards the door, Sam stepped forward. Her turn now. She did her best to look ill, and frankly this time it wasn’t hard: her mouth had gone dry, and the words felt like bricks in her mouth.

      “A. . . A. . . A packet of Paramol, please,” she stammered. Sam tried for a little eye contact, hoping it would make her look less suspicious, but she knew the pharmacist would ask the question regardless.

      “Can I ask what you’ll be using them for?”

      “Dental pain. I have really bad toothache,” she said, and rubbed her lower jaw convincingly.

      “Have you used them before?” he enquired, sounding like he was on autopilot. To her relief, he wasn’t paying her much attention, simply asking the question to satisfy his professional obligations but too busy to really care about a truthful answer.

      “Yes, occasionally.” She smiled, but he was looking at his computer screen.

      “Seven pounds, please,” he said, and she handed over the £10 note. The drugs were almost hers.

      “And three pounds change.”

      She watched as he put the black packet into a paper bag, then reached out as he handed it across the counter and gently took the bag from him, resisting the urge to snatch it, get a handful of tablets inside of her and feel the blessed drug circling around her system as quickly as possible. With the package in her hands, she thanked him and walked back outside as calmly as she could. Another transaction completed successfully.

      A small shop was still open just along from the chemist and she went inside to purchase a bottle of water to swallow them down with, then went back to her car. Once inside, she relaxed a little. All would be well with the world in just a few short minutes. Sam opened the bag, then tore open the box and slipped out the blister of tablets. She popped out six tablets and threw them all to the back of her throat, then took a couple of long drags on the bottle of water. The placebo effect was instantaneous: just knowing she had the pills in her stomach made her feel instantly better, and when they did actually kick in, she’d be back home in the comfort of her lounge to feel the full effect.

      But there was one task to do before she got home – get rid of the evidence. If Duncan saw the number of packets she was disposing of each week, he’d know something was up. She quickly slipped the rest of the tablets out of their blisters and put them all into the side pocket of her bag, a place Duncan never went. They’d be quite safe there. She put the car in gear and headed home, stopping briefly outside the chip shop to throw the packaging in a bin. She’d smiled at her ingenuity. Maybe being the wife of a detective had its uses after all: she had learned to cover her tracks seamlessly.

      With her mission complete, she pulled up on the driveway and went inside the house to thank Anika for covering.

      “No problem,” Anika said. “Glad I could help. Did you get what you needed?”

      “Yes, thanks. Jasmine has a bit of a cough, poor mite. See you tomorrow for coffee maybe?”

      Anika was already putting her coat back on and Sam watched as she grabbed her bag and headed for the door.

      “Yes. I’ll call you tomorrow. I’ve a few errands to run, so I’m not sure when.”

      “Okay, see you tomorrow. Drive safely,” she said, but Anika was already half way down the path to the curb. Her friend lifted a hand and waved and a moment later was gone. Closing the front door, Sam leaned against it and rested her head back, her eyes closed, and took a couple of long, deep breaths. The pills were starting to take effect.

      Just what she needed.
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      Sam awoke sometime during the night in their bed. Duncan was sleeping quietly beside her. She hadn’t heard him come home or slip in beside her, but then not much would have wakened her after six tablets. Her mouth was parched and she rolled her tongue around the inside trying to lubricate it, but she knew she needed water. The bedside clock glowed three a.m. and a handful of minutes. The dull sensation of a headache made her wince as she pushed the bedclothes back and silently headed to the bathroom. The house was in darkness save for the eerie glow of the streetlamps; it was just enough light to mark her way without needing to turn another light on. She sat and took a pee, then rinsed her hands in the basin, then filled them like a cup and drank the cold water down, repeating the process to quench her thirst. Her head buzzed. How could that be when she had taken painkillers? she wondered. Shouldn’t they dull her pain rather than give her more?

      Drying her hands, she padded quietly out into the hall and looked in each of the girls’ bedrooms. Both were fast asleep, not a care in the world. Had they been aware of the commotion they’d caused earlier on that morning, when no one knew where they’d gone? Her head vibrated again, and she closed her eyes for a moment to let the stab of pain pass. What with the amount of upset, her continual tears and Duncan’s harsh words, was there any wonder her head hurt? She loved both her girls with all her being, and the thought of someone taking them away from her was unbearable, something she couldn’t fully imagine and never wanted to experience.

      She went back into Victoria’s room and lightly kissed her forehead, then gently brushed a couple of stray strands of hair away from the sleeping girl’s eyes. Then she tiptoed back into Jasmine’s room and did the same.

      “Love you both,” she murmured into Jasmine’s hair, then crept quietly back to her own room. Duncan was still fast asleep as she lay down and pulled the covers up to her chin, staring straight up at the ceiling.

      Throb, throb, throb.

      She massaged her temple and closed her eyes, willing the pain to go away, but she knew it wouldn’t, not yet. Her thoughts went back to Duncan’s words, his threat to take the girls – her girls – away and leave her behind to fend for herself. How could he be so heartless, so damn mean? She turned her head towards him as he lay there asleep and dared herself to open her eyes again and watch him. Peeling one eye open then the other, she focused on his face, a few inches from her own, so close she could feel his breath on her face. His breath smelled of garlic and she wrinkled her nose in disgust, but carried on watching him, taking in every wrinkle, every pore that she could see in the dim light and etching it in her mind.

      What would life be like without him in it? Would it be so terrible? Could she survive without him, without his income? It would be tough, sure, but Duncan worked for CID, meaning if anything happened to him, she and the girls would receive his salary and his pension.

      The downside, of course, was that the police looked after their own when something happened. If one of them was murdered, for instance, the whole station and probably beyond would be thrown onto the case, leaving no rocks unturned, as the cliché went. Yes, that’s exactly what would happen, she knew. They knew all the tricks, and Samantha knew none. But as she lay there thinking, mulling things over in her mind and listening to his steady breathing, Sam realized there was another way.

      If she didn’t know the tricks to work with, she’d find someone else who had.

      

      The kitchen was cold but that didn’t bother her as she filled a glass at the sink and looked out into the darkness. It made her wonder about death, and what it would feel like. Was there really a bright light that beckoned the dying to come towards it? Was there an afterlife, a heaven, some sort of reunion with the Divine? Or was there nothing at all, just a big black hole that everyone fell into, without feeling anything, without knowing anything, like turning a switch off?

      Sam glanced at her glass of water she was still holding and remembered why she was in the cold kitchen at gone three in the morning in the first place.

      Another tablet.

      And some research.
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      It was nearly five thirty in the morning when she looked up from her computer screen as someone entered the kitchen. Duncan stood in the doorway, blurry-eyed but quite awake, a confused look on his face. She answered his unspoken question.

      “Couldn’t sleep and didn’t want to disturb you so I came down here.”

      Duncan rubbed his fleecy cotton-clad arms against the cold.

      “You must be frozen,” he said. “The heating is only just coming on. How long have you been up?” Duncan entered the room fully and headed over to flick the kettle on.

      “Sometime around three, I think, then I kind of lost track of time until you just walked in. I didn’t realize I’d been sat here so long,” She smiled at him as she stood and closed her laptop lid, then busied herself getting mugs from the cupboard and teabags from the canister nearby.

      “Shall I put you some toast in or would you like some eggs for a change?” She smiled sweetly at Duncan, who wore a look of mild surprise on his face.

      “Er, yes. Eggs would be great for a change. Thanks.”

      “Well, go and get your robe before you freeze and I’ll make them for you. Scrambled or poached?”

      “Scrambled, please,” Duncan said, and, still looking at her strangely, left the room to grab his robe. Sam heard him pad slowly back up the stairs, probably wondering if he was still asleep and dreaming at her transformation.

      By the time he returned, the kitchen smelled of hot toast and a mug of tea was set on the table, his place set with cutlery. He took a sip, though he didn’t say a word.

      “Eggs will only be a minute,” she informed him, her voice almost sing-song, as she stirred them. In her head, she was being the perfect wife, and it wouldn’t do her any harm to do so – while he was still here. It was almost enjoyable, but only almost. “Here we go,” she gushed as she scooped eggs onto the waiting buttered toast and set the plate down in front of him. She wanted to scream ‘Voila! I hope you choke!’ but venting inside her head would have to do for now. Before leaving him to eat, she gave him a quick peck on the cheek – which did actually make Duncan almost choke on the mouthful he was chewing. Then, with another unusual gust of energy, Sam informed him she was heading for the shower while he ate, before he needed the bathroom himself, and made her own way back upstairs.

      Once in the bathroom, with the door firmly closed behind her, she let out a billowing breath as if she’d spent the day in a labour camp rather than simply making eggs on toast. She turned on the shower and stepped under the warm jets, letting the water run over her head and shoulders. She ran her mind back over what she’d decided during her early morning kitchen research. The main thing was she couldn’t do the actual act herself: she wasn’t that kind of woman and certainly wasn’t a killer. No, that task was for someone else – a professional. She’d run through the various options open to her and hadn’t found one she could get away with all by herself. If she shot him, someone might hear, and besides, how would she remove his body on her own? If she poisoned him, how would she make it seem natural or an accident? And again, there was the question of what to do with his body. Suffocation? No, she wasn’t strong enough – and again, the body issue. Ditto for drowning or hanging or beating him to death. So as Sam combed conditioner through her hair she mulled the options left to her: make it look like an accident or make it look like a disgruntled villain had taken his revenge and shot him. Ultimately, it needed to look like he’d been killed in the line of duty in order for his salary and pension to continue.

      Clean and dried, Sam blew her hair dry and applied a little light make-up before getting dressed in jeans and a nice blouse and going back downstairs. Now that her decision had been made, she needed to make sure he stuck around, and the way to do that was to make him think his words had had the desired effect on her. She smiled at just how far from the truth that was…

      Duncan was finishing the last of his mug of tea when she re-entered the room. He did a cartoon-style double-take as he looked up and saw her.

      “That startling, eh?” she asked with another pleasant smile.

      “No. I mean yes,” he stammered. “Oh, I don’t know what I mean but it’s good to see you so bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for a change. I was beginning to worry about you.”

      “Well, there’s no need, I’m perfectly fine. And you’re right: I need to clean up my act, get a job again – give me something to do. Then we can get a cleaner to help around here, and maybe some help with the girls for after school. What do you think?”

      “I think that sounds perfect,” he said encouragingly. He smiled at her as he stood to put his dirty dishes in the dishwasher. “Well, I need to get a move on and go shower. Let’s talk more tonight when I get home.”

      He headed upstairs and after a few moments, she could hear his faint whistling as he got ready for work. It wasn’t a tune she recognized, but that didn’t matter. It was good to hear him being happy.

      Was she being rash with her decision? Should she try and sort her life out with him in more conventional ways? The hateful, blame-filled words he’d thrown at her only the day before surged back into her head now and filled her with resentment almost immediately: if someone could say it, she told herself, deep down they meant it. No, there was no going back: she was going to carry out her plan.

      There was no way she was going to allow him to leave her and take the children with him.
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      She had a full, though, paradoxically, empty day ahead of her. The front door was finally closed. Duncan and the girls were gone for the day and that meant Sam had a large expanse of time all to herself. The quietness of the house seemed to be more pronounced today for some reason, though in reality, today was no different than any other day. The only thing to have changed was her being up, showered and dressed rather than still bumming about in her nightwear watching TV until lunchtime or beyond.

      She flicked the kettle on to boil and sat down at the kitchen table with her laptop and the basic instructions she’d found out about accessing the dark web. While the kettle came to the boil, a text pinged on her phone, making her jump. It was Anika, following up about meeting for coffee today.

      Coffee at Macs later? Say eleven?

      Sam tapped out her reply, that she’d see her there, and looked at the digital clock on the cooker. It gave her nearly two full hours to do some research before she had to leave. She made herself a hot mug of tea and got to work.

      It was all new territory for Sam. She did not really understand the difference between the dark web and the regular web, but she had learned last night she needed to use a different browser than the one she used normally, to keep her safe and to keep her whereabouts secret. If she was going surfing in an ocean filled with sharks and other sea life she wasn’t accustomed to, she was going to need more protection than her swimsuit.

      “Okay, here goes. Let’s hope I don’t get bitten or catch a virus or something,” she said, and hit the button to download the Tor browser software. Sam watched the download timer tick over until the icon told her it was complete. All that was left was to install it and she was ready to go. A few keystrokes later and she was in.

      To her puzzlement, the search engine page looked like a basic one from back in the 90s. Figuring the page worked exactly the same as the regular web, she put her search term in the box and hit enter – then sat back for a moment and waited. And waited some more. It seemed to her that the ancient-looking page resorted back to dial-up speed. Had she known a little more about what was happening behind the scenes, however, she’d have understood that her hidden ID was bouncing across servers all over the world before finally settling and bringing up what she wanted – that’s what took time.

      At last, a list of hits popped up, and from there, it was simply a case of scrolling through and clicking the links. There was a smorgasbord of places to look, and when she finally came back up for air and stretched, it was almost time to go and meet Anika.

      “Shit, that went quick,” she exclaimed, and closed her laptop down. She carried it upstairs and slid it under her pillow, though she couldn’t have said exactly why. Duncan knew she had a laptop – that wasn’t a problem – but after what she’d been looking at, it felt like the right thing to do.

      Ten minutes later she was pulling into the car park and headed over for coffee with Anika. Her friend beamed at her when she entered the café.

      “Wow, you look great! And happier, too. What happened?” Anika squeezed her friend affectionately and they both sat down. “I’ll get you a coffee. Latte?”

      

      Sam nodded her approval and Anika went to place their order. While she waited for Anika to return, she glanced around the café and realized she was smiling a little, smiling because she felt better, lighter; a stress had gone.

      Anika noticed it too.

      “Well, I have to say, it’s good to see you looking so well,” she said as she sat back down. “And that blouse looks really cool on you!”

      “Thanks. I feel a whole lot better now. Things are clearer in my mind and I know what I have to do.”

      Did she ever.

      “Well, like I say, I’m pleased for you. And changing the subject, how is Jasmine this morning?”

      Sam was perplexed. “Jasmine?”

      “Yes. You needed cough medicine for her last night, remember?”

      “Yes, sorry. Seems so long ago, and yes, she’s fine. Gone to school as normal.” Big smile.

      Their mugs of coffee arrived and they sat in silence for a moment enjoying their beverages. Friends could do that; space didn’t always have to be filled with conversation. A baby started crying across the café and a young mother attempted to soothe it, rubbing its back over her shoulder. A couple of people turned to watch, their expressions a mixture of ‘How gorgeous’ and ‘Oh dear, must be wind.’

      “Do you remember when yours were that age?” she asked Anika. “Such a beautiful time, when they are totally dependent on you for life. They grow up so quickly, and it’s hard to believe in another ten years, mine will be off to university or jobs. Yours too.”

      “I know,” Anika replied. “Time goes so fast. It’s important to savour as much as we can, eh?”

      The conversation brought Sam back round to her big decision – keeping the girls with her at all costs and ridding her life of the man she no longer wanted in it.

      “I’ve got a question for you, Anika, kind of a trivia question, actually,” Sam said, smiling brightly. “I saw the question online somewhere and it was fun reading the answers so I thought I’d see what yours would be.”

      “Okay, fire away. What is it?”

      “First, think of the dodgiest person you know. Don’t tell me who it is.” She gave her friend a few seconds to think. When Anika signalled she had someone in mind, she carried on. “Now, what would be the dodgiest thing they could get for you? I mean like a stolen TV or something. What do you think they could get if you asked them?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. The person I’m thinking of could probably get you just about anything you wanted. He’s as dodgy as they come.”

      “And how do you know such a dodgy person?”

      “I don’t know him, really. He’s a former work colleague of Steve’s but he sees him down The Feathers sometimes. I’ve met him. He’s really seedy.”

      “So, you mean he could get cocaine or hard porn or a gun, for instance?” Sam added a bit of incredulousness to her question for effect.

      “Definitely. Nothing would surprise me about what he could get his hands on. Why? Are you looking for something kinkier to watch?” Anika gave an exaggerated Benny Hill wink, and both women burst out laughing, so much so that heads turned their way.

      “That’s too funny, Anika! No, no extra kink required. Well, not for me anyway, though I couldn’t speak for Duncan,” she said, and they both laughed out loud again, causing more heads to turn. “I guess we should quiet down, judging by the looks we’re getting.”

      “What does Mr. Seedy look like?” she went on. “Something stereotypical from a movie, skinny and twitchy maybe? Nasty bleached blond hair and dark roots?”

      Anika nodded rapidly through her restrained laughter. “You’ve got it – that’s him! And Mr. Seedy is called Sid, poor sod. Who calls their kid Sidney these days?” and off they both giggled again. When they’d finally stopped laughing, Anika asked, “Fancy another?”

      Sam checked her watch, “No, thanks. I should be going. I’ve a few errands to run myself.” She stood ready to leave. Anika joined her and they left the café together. They exchanged a hug as they reached their cars.

      “Ah, that was fun,” Anika said to her friend. “Glad you’re feeling better.”

      “I am, yes. See you soon, eh?” said Sam, and blew her a best mate kiss as she climbed behind the wheel.

      Sam waved at Anika through her window as she drove past, but her mind was in overdrive, scheming, planning a visit to The Feathers to see Seedy Sid.

      Just in case.
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      “What are you two love-birds up to tonight? Or shouldn’t I ask?”

      Jack wore his best cheeky grin and Amanda whacked him affectionately with the back of her hand as they left the building heading towards the car park.

      “Oy, careful! Not so hard.” Jack winced, rubbing his arm as though he’d been stabbed.

      “Barely touched you, and for your information, we’re finishing decorating the bedroom. In fact, we’re almost done. We seem to have been in turmoil for weeks now and I’m over it already. And it’s only the first room.” Amanda sighed. “And I still have to hold down a full-time job.”

      “That’s why I don’t bother. Nothing wrong with the paper that’s still on my bedroom walls. Well, nothing that a bit of glue on some of the corners wouldn’t fix. But it’s not bad enough to be replaced.”

      Amanda turned to stare at him in disbelief. She’d only been in his bedroom once, and that was while he’d been in hospital and needed a few personal things picked up. If there had been time to decorate while he’d been away she’d have got someone in to bring the room into the twenty-first century. But when it came down to it, it was his place, not hers.

      “I think it feels worse than it is because everything from our room is scattered around the house temporarily, so there’s things in the living room that really don’t belong there. And we’ve still got some of my stuff in boxes looking for a home. Perhaps we should have bought a bigger place between us instead of me moving into Ruth’s.”

      They had reached Amanda’s car and she opened the driver’s door, resting her arm on the top of it while she spoke. She ran her fingers through her short blonde hair in an effort to restyle it before she arrived home.

      “You’ll get there. It will get done. Always does.” Jack tipped his imaginary hat and said goodnight, walked the few steps to his own car and climbed in. Amanda watched him while she stood, then gave him a wave before getting inside her own and turning the engine on. She might be bored of decorating and the mess it created, but at least she’d be going home to someone tonight, and every night hereafter. Jack would be going home to an empty house. The realization sometimes made her sad, but Jack didn’t seem to care much. He was used to it. Janine had been gone some years, but at least he had a part-time housekeeper now in Mrs. Stewart, so his fridge probably had more choice in it than hers and Ruth’s did on any given day.

      She headed out of the car park, destination home. Would Ruth be there yet? It was still quite early for a change, so that was unlikely. Amanda planned a bath if the house was empty. A long, soapy bath, with a glass of red on the side. She could almost taste the full body of a glass of Merlot, feel the warm water soothe her stressed body.

      She was right – when she got home, the house was indeed empty, so Amanda headed straight up to the bathroom and turned the taps on, adding fragrant lavender bubbles as the water cascaded into the tub. For a moment, she watched the white suds form, watched them grow in volume like a meringue, and was almost tempted to scoop some onto her finger and see if it tasted as sweet. Walking to their bedroom, she stripped out of her work suit and grabbed her sweats to put on after her soak. Then, wearing only her underwear, she went back downstairs in search of a bottle of full-bodied red. Ruth had built a wine storage area out of pieces of terracotta drainpipe stacked on top of each other and then glued together; each hole fit a bottle perfectly. It looked simple, stylish and a whole lot hippy at the same time, and had been the talking point of many a dinner guest. Grabbing a stemmed glass and a random bottle, she made her way back to her waiting bubbles, hoping they hadn’t spilled over the top in her absence.

      In a few moments, she lay up to her chin in lavender foam, breathing in the steam, smiling to herself and relaxing as the feeling of wine on an empty stomach took hold. Amanda closed her eyes and enjoyed the peace in the house, the time alone to drift for a while. Her body felt like it was floating, the warmth and the wine making her sleepy, and absentmindedly she wondered if this was what it felt like to someone who took drugs – that feeling of being out of one’s body, away from reality. With her eyes still closed, and floating safely in her bathtub, she tried to imagine never waking up, not resurfacing ever again and drifting off to another world on a chemical-induced pleasure craft. How sad it would be for those left behind to find only the soulless shell of their loved one’s body floating in a cold bath.

      The water was cooling now, bringing her back to the real world. She lay still for a moment longer, savouring the last whiffs of lavender. She hadn’t heard the door close downstairs, hadn’t heard feet on the stairs, hadn’t heard someone enter the room.

      “Hello, darling.”

      Amanda screamed and shot up from the depths of the water, bubbles and wine sloshing over the side as she opened her eyes and tried to focus.

      Ruth burst out laughing at the mess and her wife’s extreme reaction to her intrusion.

      “Having fun in there, were you?”
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      Amanda sat back and stretched like a cat, then groaned deeply and yawned. She caught Raj’s eye as she returned to her normal posture and blushed.

      “Late night?” he enquired, lifting an eyebrow. Everyone in the station knew she had recently got married and while they hadn’t said much to her face, she was aware of sniggers and crude jokes behind her back. It no longer bothered her, and she let them have their fun at her expense knowing it would die down soon enough. Her skin was the required thickness to work in the Metropolitan Police and not much bothered her anymore.

      “Nothing exciting to report. We’re just finishing up decorating. We’ve done one room and I don’t want to do any more.”

      “Can’t you get someone in and do it?”

      “We said we’d have a go ourselves. We thought it would be fun. Truth is, it’s hard graft and both our day jobs are hectic. It’s not like I can hide in the back room and do some filing for a rest.”

      “You could do some of my paperwork if you want.” He grinned at her cheekily.

      She knew he was joking; she had more than enough of her own, judging by the pile of folders balancing on her own desk. “I’ll pass, thanks. I need to do a bit more research.”

      “Drugs?”

      “Yep, fascinating stuff, actually. I mean, we all know about cocaine and heroin and the synthetics, but prescription drugs are getting to be more and more of a problem every day, and they’re so easy to come by.”

      Raj came closer to her desk, obviously interested in what she was talking about. “My brother had a car accident a while back,” he said. “Broke his leg, smashed a rib or two, and they gave him some pretty strong painkillers to help him through. I can’t remember what they were now, but they did the trick. Anyway, they used to make him happy, happier than normal, and I wondered then if he was getting hooked on them, if he liked the feeling they gave him.”

      “Is he still taking them, do you know?”

      “I’ve often wondered, and officially he’s not, but sometimes when we’re out having a pint or at a match, he seems different – euphoric and upbeat, but to another level. I guess he could be taking them recreationally, but maybe not all the time.”

      “Have you asked him?”

      “No. I think I’m afraid of the answer, if he’d even tell his big brother the detective. And what if he did say yes? What would I do or say then?”

      “Hmm. I know what you mean, but he is your brother and if he is addicted or taking them recreationally, he may need help. He can’t live like that forever. He’s risking getting ill, or worse, as you know.”

      They lowered their voices as several more of their colleagues drifted into the room. They were deep in their own conversations and not paying Amanda and Raj any attention, but still, Amanda was aware of flapping ears.

      “Look, best wrap this up, but it’s worth a heart-to-heart with him, isn’t it? Voice your concern as his brother and see what he says. Just don’t go in accusingly and piss him off. Be the support he may be looking for.”

      They both looked up as their boss, DI Dopey Dupin, entered the room and headed their way.

      “Morning sir,” they said almost at the same time. Raj started to move away, figuring it was Amanda he was after.

      “Yes, morning,” Dupin said, though he was obviously distracted. He turned his full attention to Amanda.

      “I hear on the bongo drums you’ve been making enquiries at Manchester about Wilfred Day. What’s that all about?” Dopey had a habit of looking stressed even when he probably wasn’t, but the twitch in his left eye said he was wound up about something. It was one of his ‘tells.’ He’d never make a decent poker player.

      “His name came up rather tenuously connected to a prescription drug thing I’m looking into.”

      “And? Is that it?”

      “Yes, sir, that’s about it. DS Black filled me in on what he knew of him, which was not much more than a slippery modern mob wannabe who has impeccable manners and dresses smartly. May I ask what’s up, sir?”

      “Just keep me posted, that’s all,” he said, and left as quickly as he’d entered.

      Amanda watched him go. He’d never been the most talkative person in the station and was not an easy person to warm to, but he was her boss and she respected that. To many, it was still a quandary how he’d ever made the DI promotion; some speculated he must have intel on someone higher up, but others couldn’t see him being smart enough to blackmail his way. It was kind of sad he lacked the respect of the team he led, she thought, not for the first time.

      She sat back down at her desk and looked at the web page she’d been reading about opioid addiction in other countries. The US had a massive problem with pharmacy break-ins, prescription books nicked and youngsters getting into the game as dealers to fulfil demand. Many were nicking their parents’ pills, swapping them out for something that looked the same and then selling on the potent stuff at a profit. Prescription pills were deemed a little more upmarket than typical street drugs, and housewives, sports stars and everybody in between was regularly looking for their endorphin fix or dopamine surge. And like any addiction, the more a person consumed, the bigger the craving. While it wasn’t quite as bad in little old Blighty, opioids were already on the street and readily available.

      She sat back in her chair, feeling deflated. Or was she just feeling sluggish? Looking at the clock on her screen, she realized it was time for coffee so she headed to the coffee machine, the one that always caused Jack so much consternation. As she waited for her cup to fill, she was deep in thought. Caffeine was no different than other drugs in a craving and uplifting context. So why wasn’t caffeine banned and thrown in with other stimulants? A triple espresso would shoot her into oblivion, yet could it feel the same as a hit from something outlawed? It was a sobering thought.

      Amanda took her fix back to her desk and carried on with research.
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      Duncan had driven to work that morning in a mixed mood of thankfulness and utmost surprise at finding Sam up sipping tea in the kitchen. But what had doubly surprised him was she’d then showered and made him breakfast, all with a smile on her face. Maybe he hadn’t been too hard on her after all; maybe she’d turned a corner and was starting to sort herself out. He certainly hoped so. A red light up ahead slowed him to a stop and he absentmindedly looked across to the car that had pulled alongside him at the traffic lights. There was no mistaking whose car it was, though the windows were tinted so dark there was no way of confirming who was driving. A top-of-the-range custom-coloured metallic tan Bentley – there was only one person with a car like that.

      Wilfred Day.

      The driver was probably looking straight at him, but there was no way he could tell for sure. So Duncan smiled like an idiot anyway and wiggled his fingers in a casual wave just to be the friendly cop he was – and annoy the hell out of whoever was at the wheel. The passenger window of the Bentley rolled down smoothly, and the driver leaned across the empty seat in an effort to talk to Duncan.

      It was the man himself.

      “Pleasant morning, isn’t it? A slight nip in the air, but at least the rain has gone.” Wilfred Day smiled broadly. His face wasn’t so much handsome as striking. His jaw was strong, his eyes as blue as could be, and he had a perfect set of teeth that were currently being displayed in all their chemically whitened glory. Maybe GQ had finished their photo shoot with him early.

      “Morning, Wilfred. What gets you up so early on a school day? Or are you just going home?”

      “Early bird and all. Early bird.” He flashed a smile again and revved his engine, yelling “Have a fantastic day!” as the lights changed and he drove off. Duncan watched as Wilfred accelerated out in front of him. A car tooted behind him so Duncan pulled away too. Day’s rear lights were already pinpricks of red in the distance.

      “And the second mouse gets the cheese, my friend. Second mouse,” he mumbled. “Fantastic day,” with its play on his surname, was something the man said to amuse himself, and it always grated on Duncan. The fact that Wilfred Day had managed to stay out of jail stuck in the craw of the GMP in general, and many had taken him on in an attempt to be the local hero in law enforcement, but the egg continued to slip around the fry pan.

      “One day, Day. It won’t be so fantastic, then. Well, not for you at any rate,” he mumbled. Duncan had fantasized about what he’d say to the man when the law finally caught up with him and he was sent down, because he did believe it was only a matter of time. As his mental scenario went, he’d walk up to him in the courtroom before he was led away and tell him ‘The day is done.’ It was so poetic, so eloquent in its simplicity. All Duncan needed now was the occasion. The right day.

      He turned into Grindlow Street; the station was just in front of him. The area was still quiet, with only a handful of people out walking dogs. Rochelle’s bike wasn’t parked in its usual corner, but Rick’s BMW was in his usual spot. Duncan pulled into a space himself, then headed indoors. Rick was talking to a uniform in the doorway.

      “Hello, early bird.” Rick gave him a friendly slap on his back as he spoke.

      “Morning, Rick. You’re extra exuberant this morning, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, just good to see you back, and glad your little family is all safe and sound, too. A bit of a stressful day, I’d imagine.”

      “You could say that, yeah.”

      They both headed into the building and towards the canteen. Coffee first. Always. They placed their orders and then grabbed a seat to wait.

      “I popped back last night when the girls had gone to bed, caught up with Rochelle. Still no news on the two missing children, I hear. That’s not good.”

      Two mugs of steaming coffee arrived and they each sipped in silence for a moment or two. Children who went missing were rarely found alive so many hours after their disappearance. It was one of the hardest things for officers to deal with, one of the worst parts of the job. They both knew that some point, probably soon, their task would turn from rescue recovery, and the grief of informing next of kin. A hateful task, but one that had to be done nonetheless.

      “No, absolutely it’s not, but with such a lack of leads to go on, I’m doubtful we’ll bring them home anytime soon. Though I’m praying for the opposite, just like you are.” Changing the subject, Rick asked, “Are you still out tactical training next week, or has that been postponed?”

      “No. As far as I’m aware, it’s still on. I’m actually looking forward to seeing the fake town they’ve built. From what I’ve seen the riot set-up is pretty realistic, and the rent-a-mobs are pretty realistic too. Why do you ask?”

      “Remember DS Amanda Lacey from Croydon?”

      The blonde one, yes. She put away that woman who collected human hunting trophies. Quite a tough cookie, I remember. Why?”

      “I spoke to her yesterday while you were out. Seems they might have a prescription opioid issue developing. She found evidence, little packets that tested for codeine and oxy, by a mobile food truck down there, and guess whose name came up with a bit of a dig?”

      “Tell me.”

      “Wilfred Day. Loosely on a company trace, but still, here he is popping up yet again.”

      “I saw him on the drive in, all bright and breezy,” said Duncan. “The guy will get his day, and I’ll get my day to say told you so. One day.” He smiled at his own weak joke. “Poetic, don’t you think? I can’t wait to deliver it to the arrogant git.”

      “Well, if Lacey has something going on down there, you never know your luck – Day might slip up. So, my point is this: why don’t you pop in while you’re passing on your way down to training? It might be worth an hour’s detour; buy her dinner or something.” Duncan thought for a moment. If Day was moving his operation south into new unchartered territory, he might indeed slip up somehow. And either he or Lacey could be the one to catch him if he fell.

      “I’ll give her a buzz now.”
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      Jack was looking expectantly at the coffee machine once again, and Amanda was trying not to notice and smirk. It wasn’t that he hadn’t had the practice; he’d had plenty, but for some reason unknown to humanity, he struggled with the concept of water, capsule and milk. And the relevant buttons. One day, he’d grasp it, she was sure, but until that distant day, it was invariably quicker and less painful all round to make him a mug when she made her own. Shaking her head, she quietly made her way across and picked up a clean mug.

      “Great idea, Jack. I think I’ll have another.”

      With a thankful sideways glance, he allowed her in, pretending to be gallant with a wave of his hand for her to go first. She took the hint and the machine fizzed and spluttered into life, dark liquid filling her mug.

      “What can I make you, Jack?” She held out her hand for his mug while hers finished brewing.

      “I’ll have a trim macchiato with sprinkles, please,” he teased.

      “Coffee with milk coming right up.”

      He had the same every day, every time.

      “Just had a call from Manchester, from DS Duncan Riley,” she said as Jack’s coffee brewed. “He’s coming down our way for tactical training, so he said he’d drop in. He’s quite clued up on Wilfred Day by all accounts, so I said we’d take him out for dinner, a curry or something. You up for that? He seemed a decent sort. And it would be good to pick his brains on what’s happening up his way.”

      “Always up for a curry, you know me. Or Chinese. I don’t mind. It’s a shame Wong’s don’t have seating. We could treat him to crispy pork balls. Or we could take it back to your place?”

      “Probably not while the house is in decorating turmoil. I’ll organize a table some place. He won’t be in a flash hotel, so he’ll welcome the dinner date rather than a garage sandwich in his room, I should imagine.”

      “How much is there to know about Wilfred Day – any idea?” Jack asked as they headed back to their desks. Jack’s was a mass of manila files and paperwork, with barely enough space to put his mug down freely. Amanda’s, in contrast, was exactly the opposite. They say opposites attract, and that’s why they worked together so well. He was the milk for her cereal; she was the mug for his coffee – metaphorically speaking. His seat groaned again as he sat, letting it swivel slightly to one side and back again as he sipped from his mug. He looked deep in thought, miles away.

      “Duncan is very familiar with him by all accounts,” Amanda said. “Day sounds like a special sort of character from what I know of him already, a real charmer. Seems he’s a new breed of gangster, a new generation, less thug and more brains and a good technological fit for twenty-first-century crime. Like we talked about, even prostitutes have moved more online now, away from the drafty doorways, so it follows that pimps and drug lords have done the same. I wouldn’t be surprised if half the prozzies are GPS tracked by their pimps now, maybe even timed. Check the customer in and check them back out again, like some sort of productivity tool almost. If they’re holed up in a flat, say, how many paying customers could you get through in one night if they don’t have to stand on street corners and the client comes to them in their room? That could be big money for some – pimps and solos.”

      “You reckon there is such a thing?” Jack asked. “Is nothing exempt from the clock? Not even getting your leg over?”

      “It’s business. No matter what the service, it’s a business and time is money. And technology comes to us all eventually, Jack, even you.”

      “Having a dig, are we, Lacey? I didn’t do too bad when I was ailing in hospital and you wanted me to delve into the dark web. I found what we were looking for, didn’t I?” Jack mock-buffed his nails, looking chuffed with himself. His nails were looking neater, Amanda noticed, since Mrs. Stewart had taken him under her wing.

      “I’ll give you that one, and I’ll be sure and hit you up when we need more dark web research done. You’ll be the man,” she said with gusto and a smile. “If only we could get you to master the coffee machine…”

      “Cheeky – watch it,” admonished Jack. “Well, with that in mind, maybe I should take another snoop around, do a bit more on prescription meds and see how they are being traded, see where I end up. I’ve still got that old laptop Ruth gave me, too.” He looked thoughtful as he added, “In fact, that’s a great idea, Jack. I’ll do it later.” He slapped himself on the back and swung his seat round to face his desk, conversation over.

      “Good plan, Jack,’ Amanda said. “Meanwhile, while you’re playing Inspector Clouseau with a piece of apple pie on your side table and Bake Off on the TV, remember me hard at it decorating, will you? I know which I’d rather be doing.” Amanda groaned inwardly at the thought of physical hard work after a day of mentally tough work. She wasn’t meant for physical work; her body didn’t appreciate it. A slice of pie and the TV sounded more than appealing. “Right, then. I’ll book us a table at Chat House. Will that do for you?” But Jack was engrossed in something on his screen so Amanda carried on talking to herself, her words falling on distracted ears. “Yes, okay, Amanda, you do that. Seven p.m. work for you?” she mocked. Since she was having both sides of the conversation, she turned her head to the other side to await the reply. “Perfect, Jack. Got to love a good Jalfrezi.” She turned her head again in reply. “That you do.”

      Amanda picked up the phone and booked them a table. Seven o’clock it was, then.
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      It couldn’t be that hard to do, could it?

      Luke had built web pages before, but he’d never had to host them on a secret server – a server on the dark web. From his quick search, he’d found there were plenty of tutorials, YouTube videos even, informing newbies how easy it was to host a page anonymously. It didn’t seem to be much more than using hidden ports and directories. While Luke wasn’t a tech whizz in this space, he knew enough to put together what he needed without having to ask for help. Asking someone for help would set alarm bells off.

      He got to work creating, making the simple site look businesslike without being sinister, and three hours later he was ready to launch their temporary business venture into what felt like outer space, the big black unknown, another world. His finger hovered over the return key. When he pressed it, the site would be launched and there would be no turning back. Once it was out there, they were in business.

      He pulled his finger away from the key without pressing it and sat back in the chair, thinking. Really? Was he really willing to kill for a few thousand pounds? Would he really be able to snuff out someone’s life because he’d been paid for the task? Who the hell was he?

      A hired assassin, that’s who.

      But he knew flipping burgers or scrubbing floors was not going to get them where they wanted to be. No, he couldn’t see another way. Luke pressed return and waited for a confirmation message on his screen. When it eventually came, he sat and stared at it. He’d actually done it. His stall was set up and ready to go. Now it was a case of waiting and finding the next item on the list for the plan to take shape – the weapon. He texted Clinton, just one line to tell him they were now live. Then he closed his laptop and headed for the bathroom to mull over what he’d done in a hot bath. It was the next best thing to going down the pub with no money in his pocket.

      

      The soak had in fact been fruitful. While he’d lain there steaming and thinking, his old friend Tommy had popped into his head. He’d been at school with Luke, but he’d lived on the other side of the tracks in North Kensington, a rougher part of town and nowhere near the Kensington that was famously fashionable. Trendy, suburban, movie-worthy Notting Hill, where Luke currently lived with his parents, was the meat in the town sandwich, slap bang in the middle. North Kensington was mainly mid- to high-rise blocks of estate flats where the tough kids at school lived, a place he’d only ever been once before, and a place he hadn’t had the desire to go back to, either. His father had joked that the dogs went out in twos for safety, it had been that bad. No, his friends were not the same crowd, apart from Tommy, that was. Luke had grown up in greenery, among three-story houses, each with a reasonable car out front and white-collar parents inside, though his own parents had fought to keep up appearances. They’d struggled at times to give him the education and life they wanted for him, and while he appreciated it now, as a young, independent man, he’d no clue. Until that day that Tommy had taken him to his home on the Lancaster estate.

      Tommy had been a bit of an oddball friend, and Luke had been drawn to him even though he was so different from all his other mates. He had a real mischief about him, though he rarely got in any real trouble because his cheeky personality found him a way out. It seemed everyone liked Tommy. With blue NHS-issued plastic glasses, he was the butt of many jokes, but he brushed them off like the cat hair on his T-shirt. He had a toughness about him that wasn’t sharp like the thugs that lived by him. He’d meant no harm to anyone, but loved the attention his personality afforded him.

      Looking back now, Luke realized Tommy was probably starved of guidance and attention and could well have morphed into a rich life of poor crime without support. Their paths had separated when Tommy’s mother had died suddenly and he was sent away to live with an aunt up north; his father was already in prison. Whatever had happened to Tommy after that Luke had no idea. Neither boy had been big on writing letters, and there were no mobile phones back then. Luke wondered if Tommy was in prison himself now, like father like son, or if he was thriving somewhere, with a family of his own maybe, successful in a business of his own.

      He thought back to a pub they had tried to get into; North Pole it had been called back then. They’d both sneaked in pretending to be part of a group of four men that had entered at the same time, hiding behind them in a vain attempt to gain their first taste of beer. They’d been rumbled almost immediately but one of the men, the youngest, Luke remembered, had bought them a half pint between them, admiring the two lads for their ingenuity and guffawing that it wouldn’t hurt to try it. In a place such as the Pole, the landlord had turned a blind eye; two boys sipping half a pint between them in the corner were no big deal compared to the other activities that went on in the place. The police busted the dingy premises on a regular basis; fighting with broken bottles was the norm and whatever substance a desperate man desired was available in the toilets. Other desperate people took part in even more desperate acts in those same toilets.

      Blind eyes indeed, Luke thought. Nobody had known anything about anything.

      Luke wondered about Tommy. There was always Facebook to find him.

      As for the pub? There was one way to find out.
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      It was cold and clear as Luke stepped outside. Pulling his collar up high and his hat down low, he rammed his gloved hands into his coat pockets and set off towards the bus stop, destination North Kensington and the Pole. It all seemed a bit surreal, knowing what he was trying to accomplish on his own with no experience in the line of work he’d volunteered himself for. It could all go terribly wrong, sure, but if he thought it through, planned it meticulously and practiced privately, he was educated and smart enough to pull it off. Criminals got caught because they didn’t plan enough or were a bit thick, he reasoned. That’s why they were criminals – it was their fall-back career. The successful ones were the men and women at the top, the drug lords, the modern-day gangsters, high-rolling madams. They played a different game, a game of strategy like inflated Monopoly, with huge stakes and obscene amounts of money.

      Luke had read about some of the greatest criminal minds of the past; the best of them had been educated, clever and meticulous planners. And some had had values too. The infamous Ted Bundy, for instance. During his killing spree, where he had savagely mutilated and killed over thirty women including his wife, he had admitted he would never steal an uninsured car because he didn’t think it was right. He’d happily kill his wife rather than divorce her, but he drew the line at taking an uninsured car because that wasn’t fair. Go figure.

      But prisons were full of the ones who had been caught, which to Luke’s mind meant they were either stupid or hadn’t given enough time and attention to the details. They had probably left evidence and clues like a trail of breadcrumbs for the police to follow.

      But not Luke. He had no intention of being caught. He was the educated, creative one, and Clinton was educated and meticulous, so between them, they’d come up with the perfect plan.

      

      After the toasty warmth of the night bus, the air outside felt like it couldn’t get any colder. Yet it surely would. The worst of winter was yet to come and even though London rarely got snow, it got bitterly cold, the wind chill making the mercury plummet. Luke rubbed his hands together as he walked through deserted streets, head down against the freezing night air, focusing on keeping his feet out of the random dog shit that littered the cracked pavement. He’d not been down these streets in years, not since Tommy had left; there’d been no need.

      Most of the low-rise flat blocks had cracks of light peeking out from behind curtains, a signal someone was home, but some were still in darkness. Many others were boarded up with graffiti-covered plywood. Some of the plywood sheets had been wrenched away at a corner as someone or other attempted to break in, use the empty space as a squat, for a quick lay maybe, or somewhere peaceful to get a fix and lie low for a while. It was a dark, murky, mostly uninhabited world, left to fend for itself, unchecked, unregulated and rampant with crime.

      Tommy had lived further up the street, on the tenth floor of a tower block with his mum. Luke had been there only the once and had tried not to stare at how little they had, at the decrepit state of what they did have. But Tommy’s mum had been a proud woman, and Luke smiled, remembering the big old blanket that had sat in pride of place on their sofa. She’d crocheted it herself, making the coloured wool squares out of wool from old unravelled jumpers or from skeins bought for a few pence at the market. How long it would have taken he’d no idea, but that blanket had covered every inch of the battered old sofa underneath. How sad it had been when she’d died and Tommy had to go.

      As Luke approached the pub at the end of the street, he wondered once again about what Tommy would be doing now. He felt out of place and nervous in this part of town, yet Tommy had thrived here because he’d known nothing else. Luke hoped his aunt’s place had been a step up.

      The pub’s entrance door opened while he was still a few steps away and a drunk made his way out, words slurring. Luke stepped aside as he passed and watched as he made it to the corner of the building before retching his liquid evening meal back up and depositing it on the concrete. A trickle ran from the splattered mess and Luke watched it roll away to the curb, feeling a little queasy inside himself. The man staggered off, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, going back the way Luke had come, back towards the darkness, the darkened homes of the derelict.

      Reaching out a shaking hand, Luke opened the pub door and stepped inside.
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      It hadn’t changed all that much in nearly fifteen years. Cheap Formica tabletops, faded once-salmon-coloured velour upholstery on the chairs and foam-covered built-in seating that ran around one half of the dim room. A long wooden bar stretched almost the length of the left side. The mirror above it reflected a roomful of wary eyes on the intruder. Luke heard the lowering of conversation as he approached the bar. A huge man in a cut-off denim jacket, with arms like Popeye and wearing dark aviator shades, slowly made his way toward him. Inside, Luke’s heart failed a beat and he swallowed involuntarily. Summoning courage from deep in his boots, Luke ordered half a bitter; it seemed the right thing to do. The man wordlessly grabbed a glass and slowly made his way back to a pump, lifted a brass tap. Luke watched it fill, a creamy head of about an inch forming on top of the deep brown liquid. It gave him somewhere to put his eyes; he dared not look up at the long mirror, where he knew he’d see so many eyes looking back at him.

      Another man moved and stood next to him, too close, intimidatingly close, then another stood on his other side. Their body odour caught in his throat. The barman delivered his drink, and Luke handed over a note to pay, hoping it was enough, not really expecting to see any change. Luke was the only person who had spoken so far, though conversation in the room had resumed. With a shaky hand, he tried not to slop beer over the rim of his glass as he made his way, unaccompanied, to a vacant corner and sat down. So far so good, he thought uneasily, although it didn’t quite feel good; it felt terrifying.

      He sipped his beer and tried not to catch anyone’s eye as he forced himself to look a little more relaxed than he felt. Whatever went on in the pub, the eyes he was purposefully avoiding would suddenly become blind, he knew – and stay that way. He glanced at the floor. The carpet underfoot had once been a deep pile, but over the years it had worn in places, almost to the thread backing in spots in front of the bar. In other spots, like up against the covered seating, it had plenty of years left in it. It probably had plenty of beer in it, too, and maybe even blood.

      When he did eventually chance a glance up from the floor, nobody was looking his way. Everyone had gone back to their own business, back to more important matters. And as Luke relaxed a little, he thought about the business he’d come to this particular dive for – a weapon contact. He sipped and wondered how he might do that now he was here. What was he expecting? To see a dodgy bloke hanging his shingle out, a sign saying ‘Guns for Sale’? He found some change in his pocket and nervously walked back towards the bar and waited. A packet of crisps would give him something to do while he sat. He hoped nobody would spit in his drink while his back was turned. Popeye could well be glaring at him from behind his aviators; Luke couldn’t be sure. Popeye’s sour-smelling breath greeted him on his arrival.

      “Salt and vinegar crisps, please, mate.”

      Again wordlessly, Popeye reached into a brown cardboard box on the floor, one that had had the front cut out, and retrieved a packet. No need for shelf space when the box itself would do. He tossed the bag roughly onto the bar, and Luke handed over change for payment. Popeye checked the amount and tossed the whole lot into the till drawer, a drawer that didn’t close. Nothing was rung through the till, Luke realized. Nothing went through the books in this place. Once again, he felt eyes all over him and headed back to his seat to consume his packet of crisps. His beer looked untampered-with; there was nothing floating on the top that looked out of the ordinary. He took a long mouthful and lifted his eyes again, his glance connecting instantly with that of a man of a similar age over to his right. He was wearing grubby jeans and a hoody, like Luke himself, so he decided to start with him. If he was going to make some headway here, if this evening’s investigative journey was to be fruitful, he might as well make a start.

      The chosen man didn’t look away, and neither did Luke. When the man eventually did turn away, Luke carried on looking in his direction as he finished his bag of crisps. He hoped it was a wise move and not a killer move. Suddenly, without warning, the chosen man slammed his drink down and strode over to Luke so quickly that Luke spilled beer down his front with fright. All other conversation in the pub ceased as every eye in the place focused, laser-like, on Luke. Shit, he thought. Here goes.

      “Got a fucking problem? Cos if you haven’t, you’re gonna get one shortly!” The man’s face was screwed up like a discarded coke can, his eyes raging, his breath vile. Spittle flew as he leaned in and shouted into Luke’s face; a wet blob landed on his cheek. Luke desperately wanted to wipe it off and tried not to grimace in disgust for fear of upsetting the man further. A fight was the last thing he wanted, and he had a feeling it would be the pub crowd against him. What had given him the crazy notion he’d be safe in such a place? Even dressed in jeans and a hoody, his oldest coat over the top, he still looked as out of place as a Chelsea supporter in the West Ham end of the stadium. And just as dangerous. Should he reply, he wondered, as if in a dream, and if so, with what?

      “No problem, no. Just taking in the scenery.” As soon as he heard how it sounded to his own ears, Luke knew he’d said the wrong thing. He did his best to recover before he got punched. Or worse. Quickly, he added, “I mean, taking in the ambience of the place. A fine pub you have here.” He did his best to deliver a nervous smile and it must have worked because the man pulled back a little. Then he spoke, rather than shouting, for which Luke was grateful.

      “What ya doing in here? I can see you’re not from round here. You a pig or something?”

      “Far from it, actually. And you’re right, I’m not from here. But I am looking for something specific.”

      “Not a pig, eh? Then what are you?”

      Conversation in the rest of the pub resumed as it became apparent that nothing further was on the tables, no fight imminent. Luke tried to breathe normally again as he spoke to the pock-marked face looming over him. At least the guy was out of his face now.

      “Call me a customer. Like I said, I’m after something.”

      “Yeah? What, like a kebab or something?” the man said, unsmiling.

      Luke lowered his voice as he said, “A piece, actually. Know anyone that can do that?”

      “I know plenty, but what makes you think you can get one through this place? It’s a reputable business,” Pock-Marks said, waving his arms around the bar. He smiled at his own observation, showing caramel-coloured teeth that had probably never seen a dentist. Luke suspected the man didn’t get too many kisses with a mouth like that.

      “Figured I’d ask.” Luke was feeling more confident with each sentence they shared. Taking a breath, he invited the man to sit. “Can I get you a refill?” Pock-Marks looked puzzled, and Luke gamely carried on. “Lager, is it?” Sometimes confidence was the best way to take control, particularly if you didn’t feel it. The man nodded and Luke stood to go and buy his refill. He hoped his legs would hold out as he walked; he didn’t dare to look back towards his seat and the man in case it ignited him again.

      “You’re brave. Or stupid,” the barman said as he filled a pint glass with lager. Wordlessly, Luke handed over the cash and went back to his table. One thing he had learned was that most people appreciated the act of ‘breaking bread’ together before settling down to business, although tonight Luke’s version of ‘bread’ came in a pint pot. He set it down in front of the man and let him take a sip before speaking.

      “So, can you help me, then?”

      “Tell me what you’re after.”
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      It was a night for seedy pubs.

      Sam had asked Anika to sit for a couple of hours, which she’d gladly agreed to for two reasons: first, Sam had Sky TV, and second, as she’d had a bit of a bust-up with her boyfriend, she’d welcomed the change of scenery as well as the opportunity to drink the best part of a bottle of wine while she watched the girls.

      “Take your time,” she’d said as Sam had left her sleeping children with a woman who’d soon be passed out, fast asleep in front of the TV. She’d never been able to hold her drink. Sam would throw a blanket over her later when she returned; no sense in her driving home drunk.

      Sam closed the front door behind her and set out into a freezing cold Manchester night towards The Feathers. As her little car chugged gamely down Clumber Road, she wiped the misty inside of her windscreen with a gloved hand to see where she was going. The windscreen heater would kick in shortly, but for now, the back of her hand would suffice.

      The streets were quiet. More sensible folks were inside with their central heating on full, no doubt curled up with hot tea, the biscuit barrel and Coronation Street, but not Sam. With her toasty Ugg boots on her feet and wrapped in a thick, fleecy jacket complete with fake fur hood trim, all she wanted was to get this done and then get back home and relax a little. She thought of the pills she’d swallowed just before she’d left, a little something to spur her on, take the edge off being nervous. They’d probably kick in about the time she arrived to find her target.

      While she had a clear description of Sid from Anika, she still couldn’t quite visualize him. Hopefully she’d know him when she saw him. She reached into her bag on the passenger’s seat and pulled out a bottle of vodka, setting it between her thighs as she unscrewed the top off with her left hand, the right on the steering wheel. At the first available chance, when she knew she could toss her head back and swig, she did. She then tossed her head back again and rapidly guzzled down a couple more mouthfuls. Clear liquid leaked out of the corner of her mouth, spilling onto her jeans, making her look down for a split second. A car horn blared as she started to cross the central line, and Sam yanked the steering wheel back to the left and the relative safety of her own lane.

      “Fuck!” she said, wiping her mouth and brushing uselessly at the liquid that had now soaked into her jeans. She made a vain attempt to screw the lid back on, then gave up and slotted the bottle into the drinks holder in the driver’s door; she’d secure it later when she got to the pub.

      The pub.

      Up ahead, the dour building came into view. There was not much in the way of inviting lighting, but then a pub with a reputation such as this one had, probably didn’t exactly go looking for new business. The whole place was overdue something, though not a refurbishment – more a demolition, Sam thought. She parked in the dark empty street slightly down from the front door and sat for a moment, car doors locked. The vodka had found the pills from earlier; a glow was starting inside her stomach like a hot potato keeping her warm on the inside. She capped the bottle securely now and slid it under her seat, not wanting to leave it on display and not wanting to take it with her. She’d be glad of another swig when this was all over and done.

      The strong odour of cigarettes, old beer and piss from the gents’ toilets hit her full on as she stepped inside, and she did her utmost not to wrinkle her nose. Without making eye contact or looking round at all, she headed straight for the bar and ordered a bottle of lager from the woman on the other side. She was pushing sixty and was buxom with bright red box-dyed hair.

      “Coming right up,” she said cheerfully, and Sam watched as her leopard print dress rode up far too much as she bent to the fridge behind her.

      Pass the mint sauce, Sam thought cattily. She tried not to look at the woman’s legs; they were thick, with knobbly veins running up them like the M1 motorway. She needed support hosiery, badly.

      The woman set down Sam’s beer and Sam passed her a £5 note, then turned her back to the bar and risked a furtive, sweeping look to see who was in. And if anyone was watching her. The sound of balls clacking together in the distance pricked her ears up.

      “Your change, love,” the bartender said, and Sam heard the coins settle on the wooden bar beside her elbow. Absentmindedly, she scooped them up with one hand and slipped them into her coat pocket, then moved from the main bar room towards where the sound of clanking balls had come from, a room out back.

      It wasn’t hard to spot the man she was looking for. He fitted Anika’s description down to a T. The dark roots had grown out to about four inches. He was still nervous-looking, and his jeans hung off narrow hips, exposing grey boxer shorts. He wore an old T-shirt with Begbie from Trainspotting on the front, layered over another grubby long-sleeved tee. Sid lined up with his cue and sank the black ball in one swift movement, then gave himself a little cheer. The youth he’d been playing left his cue on the table and headed for the toilets, shoulders slumped in defeat. Sid picked up the £10 note, his winnings, and pocketed it. Sam watched, taking it all in.

      It was time for her to make her move.
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      The first thing Sam did when she got back to her car was pull the vodka bottle up from under her seat and take another couple of large gulps. Her mouth had dried up, even after the bottle of lager. In a few moments, she felt the vodka start to ease her tension and regulate her breathing again, though doing it was doing nothing for her shaking hands. The man, Sid, had scared her a little, though since she was nearly twice his size in terms of body fat, she doubted he’d have hurt her. Although of course that didn’t rule out a hidden knife up his sleeve or a knuckle-duster in his pocket. But she’d made contact, and that was all she’d intended to do.

      For now.

      There had been no point in making him suspicious and spelling out what she wanted at this stage of the game, so she’d simply bought him a pint and they’d played a little pool. She’d spent the time watching him, sussing him out as he eventually lost the game. Pool was one thing Sam was extremely skilled at. She’d let him keep his bet; there was no point antagonizing him. She wanted him to be glad to see her when it came time for her to return and make her purchase.

      Sam smiled and took another swig of vodka. Yes, he’d been rough looking and she wouldn’t trust him as far as she could arm-wrestle him, but he had actually turned out to be a decent pool opponent and not bad company for the evening, although she was well aware that she wouldn’t want to meet his nasty side.

      Time to get back to her girls.

      

      As she’d suspected, Anika was spark out on the sofa, the empty wine bottle on its side on the carpet and a drained wine glass alongside it. A half-eaten pizza slice lay on a plate on the coffee table; the morning’s mail lay unopened next to it. In the kitchen, the pizza box lay on the work surface, the lid open, three full slices untouched. Why Anika had bought such a big one if she hadn’t been that hungry Sam had no idea, but Anika’s loss was her gain. She took a slice, biting the now soggy crust covered with cold melted cheese. Pizza was one of the few takeaway meals that tasted good cold as well as hot, and Sam stood staring out of the window again, munching absentmindedly as she pondered. A rapid movement caught her eye – a cat probably, darting through the back garden. She blinked and it was gone as quickly as it had come.

      Just passing through.

      Like life itself, she thought glumly – all of us are given just a short space of time as we pass through on the way to someplace else. Where, nobody quite knows. She helped herself to a second slice of pizza while she thought about the big decision she’d made. Would Duncan feel anything when the time came? She didn’t want him to suffer, but she did want him out of her life. And the girls’. And she did want the insurance money and widow’s pension, so really, there was no other way to get exactly what she wanted.

      The great outdoors was still and calm. The temperature had plummeted as she’d driven home; her neighbours were all tucked behind thick curtains, too busy staring at their televisions to notice her departure or return on such a night. There was no one to tell Duncan she’d been out, and since Anika was passed out on the sofa, she’d have no clue what time she’d finally got home.

      Sam quietly made her way up the stairs and checked on the girls. She dragged the quilt off the bed in the back room and went back downstairs, where she gently covered Anika over as she lay on the sofa. She stirred a little but didn’t say a word or open her eyes. Sam collected the unopened mail and leaned over Anika for a moment.

      “Thanks for your help,” she said softly, and turned the lamp out, plunging the room into darkness. Closing the living room door on her friend, she made her way up to bed then sent a quick text to Duncan warning him Anika was on the sofa asleep. She didn’t want him barging in, turning the lights on and scaring her to death when he came home later.

      How many more nights? she wondered. How many more did he have? She slipped into her pyjamas and sat up in bed for a while, her body still full of pills and vodka though the adrenaline rush had since faded. Soon she’d crash – she always did – but until that point came, she wanted to run her developing plan back through her head once again, trying to iron out the kinks.

      Like where was she going to get the cash from?

      She remembered the unopened mail that was waiting on the chest of drawers. She padded over. There were three envelopes in total, and she collected them and took them back to bed, where she ripped them open in turn. Electric bill, magazine subscription reminder and bank statement. Didn’t anyone write letters anymore? Wouldn’t that be a nice change from junk mail and bills?

      But as an idea crept into her head through a disused back door, she smiled to herself at the simplicity of it.

      She could forge his signature and get a bank loan.

      And the sweetest part?

      He’d never know anything about it – he wouldn’t be around to find out.
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      The alarm blared like a ship’s horn and Sam woke with a jolt. Duncan lay next to her. He stirred as she reached over, hit the snooze button and settled back down.

      “What time is it?” he said groggily.

      “A little after seven. Want a cuppa bringing?” Sam was doing her best to be the perfect wife.

      “That would be lovely. Thanks.”

      She watched as he rolled onto his side, facing her, his hair mussed up, eyes barely open.

      “What time did you get home? I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “A little after midnight. We’d had a solid lead on the child abductor in the afternoon and the team went in last night. Nabbed the pervert but we’re still uncertain where the two children are. He’s not talking.”

      Sam slipped out of bed as the alarm blared again and switched it off, grabbing her robe at the same time.

      “Well, it’s good news you have him. He’ll talk at some stage, won’t he?”

      “I’d like to beat the shit out of him to get him to talk, but you can’t do that these days. Bloody politically correct crap. If politicians worked with what we saw day in, day out, they’d damn well change their minds.” He rubbed his eyes wearily.

      “I’ll go and get your cuppa and give the girls a nudge. You stay put and rest.” She bent over and kissed the side of his head gently before she left the room.

      When Sam returned ten minutes later, she was carrying a tray with two mugs of tea and a plate of hot toast for them both. Duncan was sat up in bed, still bleary-eyed. She noticed the softness of his upper body, the paleness of it. He’d used to be so fit, so strong, when they’d first got together, but age and lack of time and energy had changed all that. And she was no different, she knew. Two children did the same to a woman’s body, though at least she had an excuse.

      “Thought I’d have breakfast in bed with you,” she said with a smile. She passed him a mug then slipped back in under the covers. “The girls are eating cereal downstairs. They’ll probably come and say hi in a minute or two. Toast?” She offered him the plate and he took a slice. She set the plate on the quilt in front of them both. “We’ve not had a picnic in bed since before the girls were born, I don’t think,” she said, almost reminiscing.

      “I meant to ask, why is Anika on the sofa?” He took another bite, greasy butter making his lips glisten.

      “She came over last night, drank too much and fell asleep. They’d had another row, so she needed to drown her sorrows. Then I covered her over. She was still asleep when I went through.” Changing direction, she enquired, “What’s your plan for today, then. Back in to work?”

      “Yes. I’ll have this and grab a shower. We’ve left him to stew in a cell overnight. His lawyer will be back in later this morning, I expect. Maybe then he’ll come to his senses. Good timing, really.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “Well, because I’ve got that tactical training course. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to go, but now he’s safely in the nick, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “I’d forgotten about that. When is it?” Sam felt a prick of alarm in her gut.

      “Day after tomorrow. Just one night away then back home. I could do with the rest here, really.”

      He munched quietly as an idea percolated in Sam’s head. Could this be the opportune time? Could she organize herself and get her plan actioned this week? There was a lot to do.

      “So, I’d better get a move on, get back in to work,” he said, flinging the covers back. He held the edge of a piece of toast in his mouth. Sam watched as he pushed the remainder in, chewing, and left the bedroom. The sound of the shower running, then the girls’ feet running up the stairs, brought her thoughts back to the practicalities of the day ahead.

      With Duncan’s revelation that he would be away in two night’s time, she knew this had to be her window of opportunity. While he was away in another town all on his own, she’d be out of the frame for sure, sat snug at home in front of the TV with the girls, alibi sorted. Perhaps she’d invite Anika to stay over too. Yes – that would be the perfect alibi.

      Anika was stirring as Sam entered the room. The girls were up and clattering around upstairs now, making too much noise for even the deepest sleeper to ignore. Anika clutched her sore head and groaned.

      “Morning,” Sam said brightly. “Tea? And maybe a Paracetamol too?”

      “Ouch. Yes, and yes, please.”

      Sam took the recent revelation by the horns and sounded Anika out.

      “Listen, Duncan is away for the night day after tomorrow. Why don’t we have a sleepover? A movie, takeaway, a couple of drinks – it’ll be fun. And if you don’t fall asleep on the couch, there’s a proper bed in the spare room. What do you say?” Sam fixed another bright smile on her face.

      Anika frowned, no doubt feeling sick as a dog.

      “Oh, go on!” Sam enthused. “Two girls, all night, no men? Sounds like fun!”

      It did the trick. Anika smiled weakly and nodded. “But make me limit my wine, would you? My head feels like a thousand ants in work boots are stomping the inside of my skull for fun.”

      “Ah, the ant punishment.” Sam smiled knowingly. “I’ll get your Paracetamol,” she said, and went back through to the kitchen. While she busied herself making tea and finding painkillers, inside her head was a riot of activity. A mental checklist was forming, and her first task was already checked off the list. Would it be stupid to write things out, put a list on physical paper? It would make it much easier. No, her head would have to do.

      Duncan put his head through the door.

      “Right, I’m off. I’ll see you later.”

      “Before you go, what time are you heading to your course, and where is it again?”

      “It’s in Kent but I’ll be overnight Croydon. I’m meeting up with a couple from Croydon station for a curry then tactical the following day. Why?”

      “Oh, just taking an interest in your plans.” That sweet smile again. She was getting convincing at it. She planted a light kiss on his cheek and casually turned back to what she’d been doing.

      “Right, then. I’ll see you later,” Duncan said. “Not sure what time.”

      “Okay. Enjoy your day,” Sam said over her shoulder.

      The front door closed and it was Anika’s turn to put her head through the door.

      “You two sound like you’re getting on well.”

      Sam turned to her friend with the same smile she’d been delivering to Duncan over the last couple of days. She was working hard at laying the emotional groundwork.

      “We are now, thankfully. I think we’ve turned a corner. I see big changes ahead.”

      Don’t I just.
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      At last, the house was empty and Sam could think. Planning to get rid of your husband in the next couple of days was not without its drawbacks; there was much to be accomplished to get every detail right. Could she do it another day? Of course she could – but she didn’t want to. The stronger Sam of old had returned, pushing the recent Sam-the-pathetic off her metaphorical cliff, never to return. Her decision to carry out this plan had ignited her inner pilot light, filled her belly with fire again, and the freedom she’d garner at the end of it all – not to mention the money – excited every fibre of her being.

      

      Her mental list had grown in size, but now, as she headed in through the main entrance of the bank, she was about to chalk a line through another item.

      The money.

      With the clock ticking down the hours, she had only been able to guess at the amount of cash she’d need for her plan. How much does it cost to kill your husband? But since Duncan wouldn’t be around to question the transaction, she had decided to err on the side of caution and organize more than she thought she’d need.

      “Good morning. I’d like to take a loan out, if I may,” she informed the teller behind the screen, slipping her bank card under the glass partition. “I need to do the paperwork if I can, then get my husband to sign later today if that’s okay. He’s working late.”

      The teller smiled her understanding.

      “Certainly. How much are you looking for?” Sam noticed the woman’s engagement ring twinkling as it caught the light; there was no wedding band visible yet. “What a stunning ring,” she said pleasantly. “Have you set the date yet?”

      The woman blushed and smiled. “It’s a bit soon yet. We only got engaged at the weekend. It is lovely though, isn’t it?” She looked down at the ring and blushed again.

      “Oh, congratulations!” Sam carried on, hoping she wasn’t overdoing things.

      The teller eventually came back to the business at hand. “How much would you like to borrow? I see you already have a preapproved amount noted on your account of up to twenty thousand pounds, which means I can confirm that to you today without any further paperwork. Over that amount, though, and I will have to get approval.” The ring twinkled again.

      “It’s lucky I only need twenty thousand, then.” Sam laughed lightly. “Save on the paperwork.”

      “Great. I’ll do that for you now, then. It won’t take me a minute or two.”

      Sam watched the pretty ring as it flew across the keyboard, creating a loan for £20,000. If the teller knew what she was actually authorizing with the loan, Sam mused, she probably wouldn’t be so friendly or efficient.

      Sam smiled to herself. Her plan was going better than expected now that one of her biggest obstacles was almost completed. Luckily, she and Duncan had always had a joint account rather than opting for a housekeeping account and both contributing amounts into that. It worked for other couples, but Sam and Duncan had never seen any point in it. When she’d been working, they’d saved a little each month, putting it towards a holiday or renovations or a new car, but those savings had dwindled a little since they’d been living on one wage.

      The teller was speaking. Sam had missed the question.

      “Which account would you like the money to be available from, Mrs. Riley?”

      “The savings account, please.” Sam watched the flying diamond again as the teller pressed a key to confirm the transfer. Smiling, she announced that the money was in their account.

      All £20,000 of it.

      It couldn’t have been easier.

      Sam left the bank with a spring in her step, destination unknown for the time being. A coffee shop sign up ahead caught her attention, and she slipped inside to quietly celebrate on her own.

      In a few more days she’d be spending a good deal more time on her own.

      “Cappuccino and a donut please,” she ordered, and took a seat in a corner spot by the window to think some more. There was still so much to organize. It was quiet inside the coffee shop, though the takeaway window was nonstop. Sam was glad she didn’t have to rush off to the office or be at someone else’s beck and call any more. Would she need to go back to that when this was all over? Get a job? The insurance money wouldn’t last forever, she knew, and she’d probably have to move house. Clumber Road was okay, handy for Duncan’s work, but there was the whole country to consider now, and far nicer places to settle down and start afresh.

      And the funds to do it with.

      The girls were young enough not to mind the move, thankfully. They were both a long way from exams that mattered and the upheaval of lifelong friendships. They could get a house with a field, get a pony or some chickens, have a puppy maybe; the girls would love that. Her coffee and donut arrived, and she tucked in, still musing about what she might do herself eventually. Buy a café business, maybe? Plenty of people had that dream – settle on the Cornish coast, open a little place with checkered tablecloths and serve scones with homemade jam. . .

      Sam watched the barista diligently work through the orders in front of her, her hands frantically switching from adding coffee to the press or milk to the steam tap. It looked hot, hard work. Sam imagined spending hours with steam rising into her face, queues in front of her until lunchtime and beyond, when it would start up again for a couple more hours.

      “We’ll see,” she mumbled, and turned away to watch the world outside the window while she ate her good fortune reward. Raspberry jam dripped onto her lap and she glanced down in annoyance, then gave a start. It looked like blood.

      Duncan’s blood.

      And it didn’t bother her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      She pressed her finger thoughtfully into the blob of deep red jam on her jeans, surprised at her lack of emotion. It was dark enough to be blood but thicker, and she spread out to the sides a little as she played with it.

      She imagined now that it was Duncan’s blood, that she’d somehow found him after the fact, had sat with him a moment or two before calling it in, reporting a death – not that she’d be in the vicinity if her plan went through, of course. But what if it did happen in their home? Would she find him lying in a pool of his own blood on the kitchen floor? What then? Would she play with a blob of blood between her thumb and forefinger like she was playing now with the sticky raspberry jam? Maybe. Or maybe she’d be crying, regretting what she’d been responsible for, or maybe she’d be whooping, dancing gaily around his prostrate body. Or maybe she’d have no emotion at all. That seemed the most likely scenario, because each time she’d thought, really thought, about what she was organizing, she had felt nothing at all about the task ahead. Maybe she could do the job herself and save the cash? No, the forensics team would be on her in a flash. Never mind the problem of an alibi: if she did the deed itself, she couldn’t be out with Anika at the same time.

      No, clearly it needed to be done by someone else other than her.

      But two days seemed so … soon. Perhaps she should choose another date, further in the distance.

      Or did it? Perhaps she should take the opportunity in front of her after all: Duncan would be out of town, and she’d be at home with Anika – with a firm alibi right there. Fate had surely dealt her a gift, a timeframe in which she could act –so she should do just that.

      She sipped her coffee and finished her donut, thoughts drifting. She remembered that night not long ago when the girls had been returned safe and sound, the look of disgust, of distrust even, that had been etched on Duncan’s face, his accusation that she was unfit to take care of them, and his threat to take the girls and leave her behind.

      And nobody was going to take them away from her, not now, not ever.

      If her husband could say such venomous words to her face, it could only mean one thing: he didn’t love her anymore. Well, Sam wasn’t so sure she loved him either, so they were quits in that respect – not that she’d tell him, of course. Especially now. No, she was on her quest to be the perfect wife for the rest of their time together, happy in the knowledge that life for her and the girls was about to become quite different.

      

      Back home, Sam stood gazing out of the lounge window, the white net curtains shielding her from the outside world, from nosey neighbours behind curtains of their own. She moved away from the windows and flipped the bird to whoever might be watching her now. She wouldn’t miss the street, nor the town. The Cornish coast with all its seaside splendour would be far nicer, far more scintillating and a damn sight more welcoming than this dreary Manchester suburb. A place overlooking the sea, somewhere she could call home, make a new life for them all, would do her the world of good.

      And there would be no need for any more pills; she was sure of that. Emptying the last four from the inside pocket of her bag, she tossed them to the back of her throat followed by a gulp of almost-cold tea. She winced as the capsules cascaded down into her stomach. Taking several deep breaths, Sam worked on clearing the anxiety in her chest and got to work on her laptop with her next quest: how to access the dark web. While Seedy Sid was still an option, organizing something with him in person was a huge risk to undertake, and one she might not need to take at all if there was a safer way. From her understanding, the dark web was a way of staying anonymous. She could arrange her transaction and get the job done, and no one would know she was involved.

      It took her several hours to get the results she wanted, and it was almost time to collect the girls from school when she came up for air. Gaining access to the space had been easy enough, it seemed, though she’d take a longer look at things later when the girls were doing their homework upstairs. But for now, she had a good understanding of how things worked.

      She knew that what she wanted to do was . . . doable.

      Maybe she could get her tablets from the dark web, too, she thought, get them posted rather than relying on chemists’ shift rotations or finding a place further away from home that didn’t know her. Her ‘tea lady’ was expensive and inconvenient, too, and not exactly local, but for the odd days when she needed a stronger jump-start or a sleepy peaceful day she had her uses. Or was buying her pills online too risky? She supposed she could use a private box rather than her home address for deliveries, but even that was traceable. Nonetheless it was worth looking into when the main business was taken care of. There had to be ways to safely receive goods.

      Gathering her bag, she left the house to go the long way round to school, towards the shopping mall that had a supermarket with a resident chemist, one that she hadn’t been to for a couple of weeks.

      Those were getting harder and harder to find, it seemed.
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      “Come on, girls. Time to brush your teeth and get ready for bed.”

      A whiney chorus of ‘Oh, Mummmm’ filled the lounge as two young faces turned to their mother, trying for sympathy. It wasn’t working, not tonight.

      “You stayed up last night, remember? I left you reading in bed, if you recall, rather than lights out. You’ll be getting bags under your eyes like I have if you have another late one, and trust me, you don’t want that.” Sam was helping the girls pick toys up and put them back in the cupboard as was the rule at night – all toys had to be put away.

      “Come on, quickly now. If you get upstairs and ready for bed in the next five minutes, you can read for ten more.” There was a sudden flurry of activity as two skinny little bodies raced up the stairs together in an attempt to get ready within the allotted time. Two sets of soft brown curls bounced out of view and Sam stood at the bottom making sure no one tripped in the stampede to be first. They were a joy to call her own. The sound of the little girls chattering while they were supposed to be brushing their teeth made her smile as she picked out odd toothpaste-frothy words from her spot downstairs. They were going to a friend’s birthday party at the weekend and both had new dresses for the occasion. Victoria wanted to know what Jasmine was doing with her hair – up or down.

      At their age?

      “Pigtails!” Jasmine had yelled, and Sam could imagine white specks of toothpaste splattering the mirror. Nothing a wipe with the towel later wouldn’t fix. Her heart missed for a moment as she realized they might be fatherless by then. Would they still want to go? Would it be appropriate, even? She waited until her daughters were finished in the bathroom, then climbed the stairs and popped her head around each bedroom doorway and peered in. Victoria was ready, a book in her hands, lips moving slightly as she read the words to herself to help make sense of some of the longer ones. She looked pretty in her pink nightie, her teddy tucked in at her side. Next, Sam checked in on Jasmine, who wasn’t quite ready. She was still picking a book to read from the bookcase behind the door, a little finger resting on her lip as she pondered her choices.

      “Need a hand choosing?”

      “I’m okay, thanks, Mum. But why don’t you tell me a story instead?” Two bright, twinkling eyes looked up at her and Sam caved in.

      “Come on, then. Jump into bed. I’ll tell you a short one because I’ve lots to do tonight, all right?”

      “All right.” Jasmine slid under the covers and Sam pulled the blanket up to her chin. She sat on the edge of the bed and recited one of Jasmine’s favourite stories, about how all the cats and dogs nearby crept into the forest late at night. Of how they’d each tell stories and light a bonfire to sleep next to for warmth in winter. Then they’d all awaken at dawn and wander back home so nobody would know they had even been out. Oh, the stories they would tell one another – the same stories that Sam recited to her own children as she watched them slowly drift off to sleep, eyelids fluttering as they fought to stay awake, in the warmth of their cosy beds. As Jasmine drifted off now, Sam kissed her forehead gently and turned off the bedside lamp. The light from the hallway was enough for her to see her way out.

      “One more minute, Victoria, then lights out please,” she called as she pulled Jasmine’s door almost closed. Victoria nodded that she understood.

      Back downstairs, Sam poured herself a glass of red wine, set her laptop on the sofa beside her and turned the TV on for a bit of background noise and comfort.

      Comfort? You’d better get used to being on your own.

      Clicking the anonymous browser icon, she resumed her search for someone to kill her husband – preferably while he was away in Croydon. She found the whole dark web thing fascinating and had been careful not to let her natural inquisitiveness get the better of her and click a link to something she might regret later. The headlines and the post titles urged the viewer to click and read, or in many cases observe, and even though she was anonymous, she knew full well that you can’t un-see something you’d rather not have seen in the first place.

      But it wasn’t all weird stuff. Yes, there were links to encourage you away someplace else, but most of the stuff on offer wasn’t much different than the hits from an old-fashioned search page from way back.

      She typed a term for what she wanted and hit enter. Then she waited, sipping her red, for results to come home.

      “Wow, so many to choose from,” she mumbled as the screen began to fill. There was clearly a market for knocking people off. Her finger hesitated over her mouse pad as the cursor blinked, waiting for her decision. She made her selection, then sat back and took another sip of wine.

      When the page had fully loaded, she read the brief description of what was on offer. Beside it was a link to get in touch and discuss requirements. She took a deep breath. Then another. The cursor flashed tantalizingly but Sam didn’t click it. Instead, she reverted back to the search results and read a couple more descriptions before choosing one more and clicking through. As the last page, she read what services were on offer but this page had a somewhat different feel to it than the one previous. It seemed, well, less matter-of-fact and more “Let’s solve a problem.” There was something she liked about the way the words flowed; it felt a little more harmonious.

      And it was that harmonious feel that caused Samantha Riley to make her decision. Funny that it was important at all, she thought as she clicked the link.

      Her husband’s killer had been selected.
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      Since Duncan had called to say don’t wait up, again, Sam had snuggled up on the sofa under a fleecy blanket all on her own. Again.

      It was like being single half the time.

      Not much will change there, then.

      She kicked the throw off her legs and poured another glass of red, grabbing the remote control before resuming her comfortable position. She rested her head back on a cushion, feeling a little drowsy, the wine and pills mixing as they shouldn’t. A calmness blended with a slight numbness embraced her whole being and she slid further down the sofa before selecting a program she’d recorded a few days ago. After her recent research and actually making contact with a professional hit man, she wanted something that would simply wash over her and didn’t require much brainpower. The food program would do the trick. Sam clicked select and the music started, followed by the deep voice of a male presenter that she’d seen on a show before but couldn’t place where. No matter; it wasn’t important.

      She settled in for the program to finish the job that had been started by the substances she’d consumed. Not five minutes in and her eyes were fluttering a little, as if she was going to go to sleep, and drowsily she wondered if perhaps bed was in order. An early night, a nice deep sleep always did you good. But as the presenter chattered on, something stirred inside her mind and began to pull her back to the moment. Sam reared bolt upright on the sofa like a corpse coming back to life on an old Frankenstein movie, and did her best to focus. Suddenly alert to what he was talking about, she asked herself if she’d misheard him in her drowsy state. But no, the presenter’s words were mountain-stream clear and the meaning just as cold. She turned up the volume. No, there was no doubt about the topic of this particular food program.

      Naturally occurring poisonous foods.

      Tossing the throw aside, she swung her legs down to the floor and listened intently. The segment was on the dangers of green potatoes and their potentially lethal ingredient – solanine.

      “I thought that was an old wives’ tale,” she said to herself.

      Apparently, it wasn’t. She sat there thoughtful, drinking in the information, knowing she could use it somewhere in her plan. Fate had once again shown her something she could use in the demise of her husband, though when and where she’d add in later. Her mind snapped into gear, turning over the possibilities, as she took in the extent of what solanine could do. Yes, large quantities of it could be fatal, but it was no longer that common in modern-day potatoes you bought from the supermarket. Not unless you purposely grew such potatoes, like the Incas had done thousands of years ago, but even then, they had had a process for degrading the solanine before they ate them.

      As the program went on, Sam knew she could incorporate the idea somehow: it was a natural substance and the notion of using it too good to be missed. But Duncan would have to consume more than his fair share of potatoes, even supposing she could find enough green ones to do the deed with, never mind convincing him to eat them. But distilling it and using it to immobilize him – well, that was another matter. Diarrhea, vomiting, drowsiness, mental confusion, shortness of breath and weak and rapid pulse were all symptoms that’d slow him down considerably, and the poison would likely never get picked up, because why would anyone be looking?

      The more she thought about it, the more it made sense: Duncan was a big man, and strong too, so if someone broke into his room, he’d certainly be able to put up a fight and defend himself, even against a surprise attack in the dead of night. But if he had been slowed down beforehand by mental confusion and gastro problems, it would make the assassin’s job much easier.

      Sam’s face broke into a sick smile as she stood listening to the rest of the show. Solanine looked to be the answer, but how to get it?

      She shut off the television and fetched her laptop.

      

      By the time she heard a key turn in the front door, it was nearly eleven o’clock. She closed her laptop and smiled winningly.

      “Hi, darling. You look bushed. Can I get you something to eat or drink?” she asked cheerily.

      A delighted but tired Duncan replied, “I’d love a proper mug of tea and a sandwich if you can be bothered. I’m done in.”

      Sam watched as he all but collapsed onto the sofa, resting his head back and closing his eyes for a moment. “No bother. Stay where you are. I’ll bring it in,” she said with a smile and a spring in her step as off she went through to the kitchen, looking for all the world like a loving wife attending to her exhausted husband’s needs.

      Tomorrow, a trip to the garden centre was in order. A bag of green seed potatoes with plenty of eyes should do the trick.
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      Luke was sick of the sight of his small, functional room at his parents’ place, but beggars really couldn’t be choosers. At least it was cheap, and, with no money to speak of and no income prospects on the horizon, he knew he’d be staying put for a while longer.

      Currently, he was nursing a mug of coffee at a corner table about a mile away. As a precaution, he had begun to vary the locations he accessed his new business website. Being over-cautious was better than the other way around and getting busted unnecessarily, he figured. While the site was anonymous, he knew there was always going to be a way to trace it eventually, if the tracer knew who they were searching for.

      As he sipped, there was a ping, signalling that he had a new message. He sat forward, hardly believing his eyes.

      That was quick…

      Keeping his face as neutral as possible, he hovered the cursor over the message, willing himself to be calm. Taking a deep breath, he clicked it. The message filled his small screen and even though he was tucked in a corner unable to be overlooked, he still did a sweep of the café before he read it in its entirety. It was short.

      Looking for a removal. Quickly. Window of opportunity has come up Thursday evening in Croydon. Interested?

      Holy shit. Thursday evening was only a few short hours away. Suddenly all of his and Clinton’s planning over the last couple of weeks seemed like children’s daydreams. Stuff was getting real, and fast. Thursday. Was there even time to get things organized? He stared at the message as thoughts catapulted themselves through his head like a circus act on steroids.

      Well, this was what all those plans had been leading up to, wasn’t it? So what was he waiting for?

      “They’re simply a prospect, a number, a business transaction,” he told himself. His hand cupped the mouse; the cursor wriggled over the reply icon. By thinking of this … this thing he proposed to do as just another business deal, could he take the humanity out of it and get on with satisfying his first customer?

      For £12,000, he could try.

      Remembering his own tentative first enquiry, he decided to keep his reply brief and noncommittal. He began to type:

      Not much time but can be done. £12K. Half now; half on completion. Need photo and whereabouts to get rolling. Stand by.

      He hit send and sat back in his chair. How long it would be before the prospect came back with further information and funds he’d no idea, though he hoped it would be today. To his surprise, his nervous energy had changed to excitement, anticipation even.

      It’s new business, remember? A prospect.

      He rubbed his hands down the front of his jeans to dry his sweaty palms and rolled his shoulders back to remove the tension. If he was going to fulfil his first order, there were a few things to do, namely purchase a weapon with the first instalment of money.

      Money. How was he going to set up the exchange of funds? Mentally he smacked himself in the forehead. He’d assumed a car park rubbish bin would suffice, but what if his client wasn’t in Manchester? What was he going to do then?

      Steady on, Luke, he told himself. What did he usually do when he had to find a location he’d never visited before? Google Earth. Yes. After the prospect revealed their location, Luke could zoom in and find the perfect spot nearby. Even the smallest of towns had supermarkets, and most of those had a rubbish bin by the entrance.

      Okay, that was step one. As for picking up the funds, after midnight, no one else would be rifling through the bin and make off with his fee, would they? But there’d be cameras present, recording, and he wasn’t going to risk losing £6000 that easily.

      So scratch that. What about Bitcoin? But he had no clue how that even worked and how he his prospect could use it anonymously. Besides, there was not enough time to learn.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Right, then. Back to the drawing board. He needed to learn how to do cyber-currency transactions, and he needed to learn it quickly.
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      Another late night, another early start. Duncan, gulping down a sausage and egg McMuffin and a coffee in the McDonalds car park, looked like he’d been a couple of rounds with Tyson his eyes were so puffy, but the end was in sight for the case, it seemed. For that he was grateful. And the sun was promising to make an appearance later. After a string of wet, grey days, some orange in the sky, no matter how low, would be a welcome mood-changer. And speaking of moods changing, what was with Sam and her dramatic transformation lately? It was welcome, of course, but it made him uneasy.

      A starling hopped by his car looking for scraps for breakfast, found a stray French fry, and tucked in. The activity alerted another bird close by who swooped down to stake its claim on the same find. Feeling sorry for the first bird getting moved on, Duncan lowered his window and tossed a piece of bread its way. Wasting no time, the starling picked the whole piece up and moved further to one side to eat it in peace. Duncan smiled as he started on his hash brown, his first good deed for the day already in the bag. His phone buzzed. Sam.

      “Morning, early bird,” he said, thinking of the starling.

      “Morning, hard-working husband. Just wondered if you’re in for dinner tonight and what time you’re leaving for your course tomorrow?” Sam enquired.

      Duncan again thought about the change in her mood, then answered, “I should be home by six and as for tomorrow, I’ll leave home just after lunch. I’m meeting up for dinner while I’m down there so I’ll crack on with some reports in my room if I’ve time beforehand. Only way to get some peace. Why do you ask?”

      “Thought I’d make something nice for dinner since you’ll be away. Might even bake you some brownies to take with you.”

      “No need to do anything special on my account. Though your brownies are the best.” It had been a while since Sam had last baked brownies, and the thought of the fudgy centre, the way it stayed fudgy, made Duncan drool slightly. “On second thoughts, brownies would definitely be welcome if you can be bothered.” As soon as he’d said ‘bothered’ he regretted it and hoped she didn’t take offence. He scrunched his face up in anticipation. But if Sam had noticed the word she didn’t show it, and when she spoke again, his face resumed its normal expression.

      “Great – I’ll make a batch,” she replied cheerily. “I’ve got to go out shopping later anyway so I’ll get the chocolate. Need anything?”

      “No, I’m all good, thanks. I’ll see you later, then.”

      “Okay. Bye!” Her sing-song voice hung in the car. Duncan scrunched his empty packaging into one bag and left the car to deposit it in the nearby rubbish bin. On the way, he grabbed a paper cup up that had missed its destination and put it with the rest of the rubbish. Good deed number two. His thoughts turned again to Sam and her change of attitude. It was like old times, and Duncan had an overwhelming desire to believe things had got better.

      Perhaps he’d get her a little gift or some flowers, just because. He filed the thought away for later. Back in the car, he headed for the station and pulled in to his second car parking space of the morning. Rochelle’s Triumph bike slid into the space next to his and Rochelle, clad head to toe in black leather, nodded her greeting through his side window. He watched as she turned the bike off, swung her leg over the seat, and removed her helmet. At six feet tall, she was a vision many men couldn’t ignore – no matter how hard they tried. Her long blonde hair fell to her shoulders like a sexy slow-motion chocolate advert, and Duncan felt himself groan inside involuntarily. Rochelle smiled as their eyes connected in a work colleague kind of way. Shame on Duncan’s part. He opened his door and got out, pulling his coat collar up against the cold morning. In the distance a bit of orange was breaking the skyline in amongst the grey buildings. He felt brighter than he had done in weeks despite his exhausted state.

      “Morning, Duncan. You look like shit.”

      “Cheers, Rochelle. I don’t have the benefit of make-up to cover up my bags – I suspect you’ve already expertly buried your own,” he said coyly.

      “Perks of being a woman,” she replied with a wink. “Makes up for PMS and the other crap we have to put up with.”

      As they walked together towards the building, Duncan said, “Well, at least you girls don’t have to shave every day.”

      “And neither do you, actually, but we girls shave more often than you’d think, so that’s your argument gone to crap. In fact, we wax, which really isn’t pleasant.”

      She had a point. A vision of long, slim, smooth, silky legs flashed across Duncan’s vision – and they weren’t Sam’s.

      Oblivious, Rochelle carried on. “And talking about who has the better deal, how’s Sam doing these days. Any improvement?”

      They were inside the building now, headed robotically for the canteen and a coffee.

      “Funny you should ask. Since my ultimatum, she’s done a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn, and she almost seems like Sam from old. She’s up and dressed in the mornings now, and she even made my breakfast a couple of mornings ago. And earlier today, she rang me to see if I wanted her to bake some brownies.”

      Rochelle raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Well, that’s great news! Looks like your chat worked. I’m pleased for you, for you both, because separating would have been a bitch, let me tell you. Stressful doesn’t even begin to describe it, and with two little ones to argue over …”

      Her words trailed into nothing and Duncan could only nod his head. But Rochelle had more to say. “Of course, there could be another explanation for her complete turnaround.”

      “Oh?”

      “Come on, Duncan. What’s the most common and obvious giveaway clue when someone is murdered and we question the spouse’s friends and colleagues?”

      Duncan looked at her in puzzlement.

      “Think, Duncan. You were on the same profiling course as me last year. What is the most obvious thing the spouse does before they strike? What’s the classic giveaway?”

      She waited. Then it hit him.

      Pre-offence behaviour – when a spouse has a sudden and unexplained change in behaviour towards their partner. It was textbook stuff. A significant change in a partner’s behaviour can mean the partner may have already begun to plan for a change in the status quo.

      Rochelle looked at him, levelly.

      “You seriously think she is planning to off me?” he said incredulously.

      Rochelle gave him a questioning look but said no more.
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      It was Sam’s turn to stare at a message.

      Not much time but can be done. £12K. Half now; half on completion. Need photo and whereabouts to get rolling. Stand by.

      This was what she wanted, wasn’t it? Her husband out of the picture, leaving the girls and her on their own with money in the bank? Wasn’t she sick of his continual late nights and his endless moaning about her not being up to his expectations? She’d tried to keep things together when she’d lost her job, but it was a struggle. She had found the constant rejection from possible employers hard to deal with, even though she was overqualified for many of the roles she’d applied for. But she’d found a way to cope; the painkillers had taken the edge off her anxiety, relaxing her, letting her sleep. It had been her oversleeping that day that had been the catalyst for the sorry situation she now found herself in.

      The message was still waiting for an answer. The money wasn’t a problem, nor was getting a photo. Nor, it seemed, was the time frame – tomorrow night. So why was she hesitating? Because once she hit reply and did what the message asked, there’d be no turning back. Hit men couldn’t be turned off once the switch had been flicked. It was a one-way decision and only Sam could make it. Was she ready?

      No messy divorce to worry about . . . money in the bank . . . Cornish coast . . .

      She’d only spoken to Duncan a matter of minutes ago, asked him if he’d be in for dinner and about the time of his departure tomorrow – and so casually too. Sam longed for a piece of paper to write down the pros and cons. If the hit did go through, she knew the police would immediately suspect and question her. She knew they had all sorts of ways of finding proof, most of which she was unaware of. Had it been the other way around – Duncan getting rid of her – he’d have a much better chance of getting away with it. He’d not only know the processes and procedures the crime scene officers would use, but he’d be nice and close to the case to monitor what was happening, whom they suspected. He’d be able to destroy or tamper with evidence, something Sam wouldn’t be able to do. Absentmindedly, she wondered how many officers over the years had committed such a crime – and got away with it.

      But thoughts like these were not going to help. All she could do was limit the evidence, set the emotional groundwork and spread a few crumbs of her own to keep suspicion away from her door.

      Still the message went unanswered. Was that a sign in itself, that she didn’t really want him dead? Wouldn’t she have clicked it by now if she felt sure? What the hell was she supposed to do? Pressure was building, her nerves rattling in their sheaths, and she gulped down a deep breath like a hiccup. Anxiety tightened in her chest; her breath came in shallow gulps as she fought to calm herself and breathe normally again. She felt beads of sweat on her forehead and wiped them away with the back of her hand.

      A tablet or two would fix it.

      Collecting her bag from the banister end where it was hanging, she slipped her hand into the side pocket and felt for the pills she knew would be waiting in there. She clutched two and slid them out. Would two be enough? Sighing, she reached in for two more. Staring at them, stark white and smooth against the palm of her fleshy hand, she hated them. Hated them for what they stood for, hated having to take them, hated that, without them, she would be crushed by the feelings that hurt her so much. Sighing again, she swallowed the lot of them down and headed to the kitchen for a glass of water to speed things along.

      The sun was not far above the horizon in the distance, the promise of a brighter day to come, and she remembered the girls still upstairs, tucked up snug in their own beds. It was time to get them ready for school. Perhaps she’d walk with them this morning. The fresh air and sunshine would do them all good.

      The girls. The pills. The two most prominent things in her life at that moment. One a blessing, the other a curse. She climbed the stairs to wake her daughters.

      She went into Victoria’s room first, planted a kiss on her cheek.

      “Time to get up, darling,” she cooed as Victoria opened her eyes. “It’s a lovely day. I thought I’d walk you both to school this morning. We could stop at the shop and get you a little butterfly cake each if you’d like?”

      Victoria smiled sleepily and nodded her approval before pushing the covers back and slowly climbing out. Sam watched as her eldest daughter made her way sleepily to the bathroom, then went into Jasmine’s room. Her heart swelled as Jasmine followed her big sister into the bathroom and the girls began their morning chatter. They were the most precious things in her world.

      Bar nothing else.

      She went back downstairs to make breakfast and wait for the girls to appear. As she put the kettle on, she made her final decision.

      She opened her laptop and clicked reply.

      She attached a recent picture of Duncan, along with the address of where he’d be staying that night. She typed:

      Money OK, picture and address included. What next? Send.

      The deed was done. The ball was rolling. The status quo was about to change.

      What happened from here on in was out of her hands.
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      After she dropped the girls off at school, she went into a café and logged into her laptop again. As she’d suspected, there was a message waiting for her. If the other café customers knew what she was up to, sat in the corner organizing what she was organizing, would anyone try and stop her? Would she herself stop Anika if she was planning on doing the same thing to her partner?

      But Anika wasn’t married to Duncan, and Anika wasn’t a disappointment to her partner, unlike Sam was. If Duncan was flippant enough to tell her he was out of there if she didn’t change, then he could have what was coming to him.

      The message was simple and included two links.

      Time and place noted. Please transfer funds by following instructions in link. Message when half has been transferred.

      Sam clicked the first link and was a little surprised it wasn’t a regular banking transaction. But then she thought about for a moment and almost laughed aloud at herself. Who in their right mind would order a hit and transfer funds through a regular banking entity along with their account name? While that would have been simple, as would putting hard cash in a carrier bag and dropping it into a nearby rubbish bin, it was neither secure nor practical.

      She scanned the link he’d sent her – she’d assumed he was a ‘he’ – and read the basic instructions on opening a crypto currency account. It looked straightforward enough on the surface. Well, there was no time like the present. She needed to get this underway now, and opening an account and transferring the first instalment correctly was step one in getting the job completed.

      A few minutes later, she looked up from her screen with satisfaction. The first part was almost complete. She clicked the second link – how to buy currency and then transfer it to pay for the deal. Again, it was straightforward enough and it wasn’t long before she was ready to hit send. With everything lined up ready, this was the final part in sending the boulder careering towards Duncan. And it could never be undone. Looking away from her screen for a moment, Sam gazed out of the café window at the people outside going about their own business. What was going on in their lives right now, today? she wondered. Did they ever feel like obliterating someone from their lives? A boss, maybe? An abusive partner, a boring partner, or a parent, even? Perhaps a child that was causing distress or annoyance? Was anybody safe from the ideals of someone they knew?

      She looked at each person in turn as they moved past the window and tried to image what the imaginary thought bubbles coming out of them would say. Who would be making a shopping list, working on a presentation, figuring out an apology, or contemplating suicide? Everyone had their own set of problems that varied in importance, and what was important to one wouldn’t necessarily be important to another. Like when people moaned about having a bad day – one person’s version of a bad day would be totally different to the next person’s; a surgeon losing a patient topped finding out that your child has crayoned the hall wall. But whatever went on in a person’s own particular world, well, that was the most important thing, Sam knew, no matter how trivial it might seem to others. What would someone read from her thought bubble? she wondered. An involuntary shiver brought her back to the present, and the blinking transfer button. There was no point in delaying it any longer.

      She hit the button.

      A confirmation popped up to tell her the funds were now on their way, and Sam gulped nervously.

      Tomorrow night, her girls would no longer have a father.

      But she’d be single, in control of the girls’ future and comfortably well off for the rest of her life. It was a small price to pay for such luxury, and reconciling it in her head that way, she instantly felt better. The Cornish coast could be a great new place to settle her little family into a new routine and a new life.

      She drained the last of her coffee, closed her laptop and headed out. There were still a couple of things to take care of before tomorrow night, but the main part was complete. Well, at least the first half of the money had gone. Idly, Sam wondered if she’d ever use her crypto wallet again when this was all over.

      I’m not planning on buying more pills.

      Back outside in the bright, cool, sunny morning, all felt well in the world. A smile crept slowly across her face, and she realized that for the first time in a long while she felt good about things, about the future, albeit without the man she’d once promised to love and obey, in sickness and in health. What a load of old cobblers that had turned out to be. As she passed a fashion chain store, she heard Fleetwood Mac over the sound system, suggesting folks go their own way. Her smile grew wider until, by the time she’d sung along to a few lyrics, she was laughing out loud as she walked. Oh, the irony. Going her own way was exactly what she intended to do, and from the day after tomorrow, when everything had been completed and she was expertly playing the grieving widow, she’d be most certainly going her own way.

      Next stop: the garden centre and the greenest seed potatoes she could find.
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      Easy enough so far. The equivalent of £6000 was in his crypto account now, with another six to come in the next 24 hours. So far so good. There was enough to pay for a firearm with and time enough to finalize the loose ends of his plan, making a tidy profit in the process. It was turning out to be a good idea.

      His first hit was tomorrow night and he planned to drive down and back again in one go. He’d leave the car in a side street nearby, walk to the victim’s hotel, whip in, do the job, and then head home. He and Clinton would share the driving; it would be early morning when they made their way back and he didn’t want to risk falling asleep at the wheel.

      He’d yet to tell Clinton about his precise role in all this, but since Luke had been the initiator of the project, it was only fair on Clinton that Luke himself would do the actual deed.

      The thought terrified him.

      He took out the scrap of paper that Caramel Teeth Man in the pub had given him. There was a mobile number on it. No names; just a number to contact and organize a drop-off, cash of course. Luke found this funny somehow. Perhaps he should educate the man on the finer points of using a crypto currency. It really was quick and simple, and less risky than a rubbish bin deposit in a park somewhere. And besides, being tied to one location limited one’s business opportunities. Take it online, however, and the world was your oyster – though he doubted Caramel Teeth Man had ever tasted one. He dialled the number and waited for Caramel Teeth Man to answer.

      “Yeah?”

      “I need a piece as discussed.”

      Luke heard a gurgling sound as Caramel Teeth Man took a long pull from a can, then a hearty belch.

      “When do you need it?”

      “Today.”

      “That’s tight.”

      “That’s tough.”

      Watch it, Luke.

      Silence while the man thought. Then he said, “Tonight. Back door of the Pole. Still a Colt?”

      While Luke didn’t like the sound of the back-door situation, he couldn’t be choosy at this late hour. “Yes, and a silencer. And ammo.”

      “Right. Don’t want much on short notice, do you.” More of a statement. “It’ll cost you a bag, in twenties. And no one comes with you.”

      “A bag?”

      “Yes, a fuckin’ bag. A bag o’ sand. A grand! You thick or somethin’?”

      Luke winced at his mistake. Cockney rhyming slang and dodgy blokes weren’t particularly his forte, though he was learning fast.

      “That’s more than I was expecting.”

      “Well, take it or leave it. I’m a busy man.” Another glug filled his ears and Luke imagined the ‘busy man’ lying on a tatty sofa in a scruffy high-rise flat on the other side on Manchester, empty beer cans buckled and scattered around the floor. Luke had no choice and Caramel Teeth Man knew it.

      “I’ll take it, then. What time?”

      “Make it ten. Like I say, I’m a busy man. And don’t ring again ’cos I won’t answer.”

      “I’ll be there.” Before he could say anything else, the line went dead and Luke was left staring at the screen of his burner phone. To himself, “Ten it is, then.”

      That gave him all day to do not much else but sit and worry that there’d be no trouble later on and he’d be home and safely in his bed by midnight, free of cuts and bruises. It wasn’t ideal to be so late, but with limited options, that was what it was. Still, he wouldn’t need to go through this again – or would he? He groaned as the realization hit him: of course he probably would. He’d not likely store a stolen gun that had been used in at least one murder, would he? A professional hit man would use their own weapons yes, but they’d be brand new, well looked after and safely stored someplace secret. Luke, on the other hand, was a wannabe entrepreneur trying to get a business off the ground and raising funds via a side hustle. Still, it would work.

      He hoped.

      Figuring he’d better fill Clinton in on where he was at so far, he dialled his number from his regular phone.

      “Fancy a coffee? I’ve things to tell you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Tell you when I see you.” Luke glanced out the window to check the weather. It wasn’t raining. “Meet you in the park by the swings. I’ll bring coffee. Will an hour suit you?”

      “Sounds secret squirrel, but yes, see you there in an hour.”

      Now all Luke had to do was hope Clinton saw sense and didn’t go flying off his rocker. Last time he’d broached the subject, he’d started to come round to the idea and Luke hoped he hadn’t changed his mind. It wasn’t as though he had to do anything, really: Clinton was to be more of a back-up guy just in case, a bit of moral support and someone to find any holes in the plan that Luke hadn’t foreseen. Clinton would be his wingman and share the driving. Easy.

      Nearly an hour later, Luke was on his way to their rendezvous, two takeaway coffee cups in his hand. Heading for the swings, he could see Clinton up ahead of him not far from their chosen spot and he watched him settle into the seat to wait. Two young boys squealed with glee as a woman pushed them both on the swings. Happy days.

      “Here you go,” he said handing over a cup and settling himself into an adjoining swing. They both watched the youngsters for a moment before Clinton spoke.

      “So what’s up?” Clinton took the top off his cup and sipped.

      “I wanted to tell you where I am up to, where we are up to.”

      “Ah, I see. I should have known it was about that. Go on, then. Enlighten me.”

      There was exasperation in Clinton’s voice, but Luke tried to ignore it. Luke himself was the one driving this and Clinton needed to buckle in. He told him everything – and Clinton listened. When he’d finished, the two men sat in silence, Luke willing Clinton to say something positive. Eventually he spoke.

      “Right, then. So it looks like we’re all set.” Matter-of-fact. “This better work or we’re both in the shit.”

      That was good enough for Luke.
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      The pickup had gone without a hitch and Luke now had a Colt and silencer wrapped up in an old T-shirt safely inside his backpack as he walked. He’d borrowed his dad’s car, not wanting to risk the walk in such a rough neighbourhood again or risk travelling on public transport carrying his purchase back home. And of course, he might have needed a quick getaway if Mr. Caramel Teeth had decided he wanted to keep the cash and the gun.

      He trotted along the pavement at pace and hoped the car was still where he’d left it – and that it still had all four wheels attached. Turning the corner, he spotted it up ahead. All looked in order. It was lucky his dad didn’t own a Jag – it would have stood out like Pinocchio’s nose. An Alsatian barked angrily nearby and a woman’s voice screamed after it. She sounded harassed, and her skilful expletives would have been funny on any other night.

      But not tonight. Luke made his way to the car past boarded-up windows and curtainless dark glass; the only light came from the few remaining streetlamps that hadn’t been smashed.

      He kept checking behind him to be sure he wasn’t followed, but no one was interested, it seemed. He hoped Mr. Caramel Teeth was too busy counting his loot to bother with anything further. The man could buy more than a few cans of beer with what Luke had given him, enough to cover his sofa and the floor with empty cans.

      Luke picked up the pace and jogged over to the driver’s side of his car, unlocked it and slipped inside, then immediately locked the door. While he’d liked to have rested and caught his breath a while, he needed to get out of Dodge – and right now. The ignition caught, and the tyres struggled for grip as he accelerated rapidly out of the estate towards the main road and home. Next, he needed a quiet place to inspect his purchase, a purchase he was still unsure of how to use properly. While he’d hoped to get a client or two, he hadn’t expected to get one so soon, but he had, and he’d have to do the best job he could under the circumstances. Tomorrow was D-Day, which left him only a few hours to get some practice in. His plan on the day was to get in nice and close as the man lay asleep; if all went to plan, it would be a doddle. What could go wrong? A child could shoot a sleeping man at close range and not miss.

      He went back through his plan as he drove.

      “First, he’s at the hotel on Purley Way. Second, he’ll be asleep because we’re going in after midnight. Third, I can get right up close, and fourth, no one else will hear a thing – I’ve got a silencer. Fifth, exit out the window then back to the car and home. That’s it, isn’t it? I don’t think I’ve left anything out.”

      Satisfied he had thought of everything – because after all, he’d been thinking of not much else since this started – he slowed to a more reasonable speed and relaxed his shoulders. Getting caught speeding could be tricky if they asked to look in the bag – after all he was dressed in his ‘thug’ gear.

      The bag. It seemed to glare at him from the passenger seat and Luke glanced at it from time to time on the journey back, hoping everything he needed was inside. And what if it wasn’t?

      Then he was in the shit.

      

      Luke slunk in through the back door and headed straight upstairs, avoiding the lounge where his parents were probably engrossed in a movie. His mother called out anyway.

      “That you, Luke?”

      “Yes, Mum, only me. Be down later.”

      When he was inside his room, he rammed a chair under the doorhandle to stop either parent from entering unannounced. He used the same trick when he was getting changed. A small bolt would have been just as effective, but neither he nor his parents had got around to doing it. The chair worked well for now. Sitting on the edge of his bed, he opened the bag and removed the T-shirt with the gun and its accessories wrapped in it. It was surprisingly heavy. The silencer rolled loose and thumped to the floor. A small box of about a dozen bullets finished the inventory.

      Picking the silencer up and examining it, Luke sat thoughtful for a moment. Suddenly everything felt very real. Pressing a button on a laptop had felt final, but that was nothing compared to holding an actual gun, bullets and a silencer in his hand. He was about to use this weapon and take someone’s life – for a measly £12,000. How many other lives had this particular piece snuffed out like candle flames? he wondered. How many people’s lives had been ruined because of it? He attached the silencer and examined the piece in its entirety, feeling the weight and size of the whole thing in his hand.

      A knock at his door interrupted his thoughts and he fought to keep himself from jumping.

      “Yeah?” His voice sounded wobbly to even him.

      “I’m making hot chocolate. Do you want some?” It was his mother.

      Luke let out the breath he’d been holding and couldn’t help smiling. If she could see what he had in his hand on the other side of the door, she’d have a flying fit.

      “Please. I’ll be out in a minute,” he called back. He wrapped the gun up and stuffed it along with the bullets under his pillow for the time being. Where he’d store it permanently he’d no idea, but there was time to figure that out.

      Or was there?

      Tomorrow morning he’d head off somewhere quiet and practice, though with only twelve bullets to his name and no way of getting any more at the eleventh hour, he couldn’t afford many practice rounds. It was far from ideal, but he’d have to make it work. Satisfied of the temporary hiding place, he left his room to join his parents downstairs for hot chocolate.

      As he sipped his drink and chatted cosily with his parents, he was struck by the contrast between the two worlds he currently inhabited. And tomorrow night, things would get about as far from cosy as they could ever be.

      Tomorrow night, he was a hit man for hire.
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      “Thank the Lord for that,” Amanda said, putting her brush down on the paint can lid. “I thought it’d never end.”

      Ruth came up behind her and put her arm around Amanda’s waist, snuggling in close.

      “Looks great, though, doesn’t it? A nice shade of blue, if I say so myself.”

      “Well, you did pick it, so I hope you do like it. But yes, it’s a nice shade all right. The room looks much fresher now it’s all done. It was worth the effort.”

      Amanda stood with her hands on her hips admiring their handiwork. “Room one down, another five to go.”

      “Yes, the thought is exhausting, isn’t it?”

      Amanda nodded, frowning.

      “We should consider getting a pro in to finish the rest. I hate the turmoil everything is in. We can’t do it any faster and I’m not taking valuable holiday to damn well decorate.”

      Ruth looked thoughtful. “I agree with the turmoil and not taking holiday time to do it. I wonder how much it would be to hire a professional. This really isn’t a good use of our precious down time together. I’d much rather be enjoying a movie with you than you painting the walls. Perhaps I’ll look into it and see.”

      “You’ve just reminded me of something I wanted to ask you. And since you’re a techy, you might know the answer.”

      “How may I be of service, Detective McGregor-Lacey?” Ruth bowed deeply, hiding her cheeky grin.

      “Do you know of any apps out there that allow someone to preload them with money, then place an order for a product and use that money, but do it all anonymously, so that it’s untraceable? So, for instance, you could buy drugs from a food truck by placing an order for a bacon sandwich with ‘special sauce’” – she made air quotes – “then pay a hugely inflated price for said sandwich and receive a little packet of oxy with your bacon butty.”

      “A baggy and a butty, eh?” Ruth couldn’t help but laugh. “It rolls off your tongue, doesn’t it? Butty and a baggy, baggy and a butty,” she repeated, trying the two combinations out for fun. “Baggy and a butty, I think. Perhaps I should have been in marketing, not building websites and apps. I’m obviously wasted.”

      “Are you going to tell me the answer, then?” Amanda picked up the paintbrush and held it threateningly in her hand. Ruth ducked, feigning horror. “Or have I got to find someone else in the know?”

      “I dare you.” Ruth smirked, egging Amada on.

      “If you don’t tell me the answer by the time I’ve counted to three, I absolutely will.” A beat passed, “One. Two…”

      Ruth stood her ground, grinning. Amanda moving a step closer, brandishing the brush.

      “Three.” Amanda struck, the brush leaving a trail of pale blue down the front of Ruth’s shirt, but not before catching her on the chin first. Ruth spluttered with laughter. Her hand went to her chin and she wiped the blue away with the back of it, but that left her with the problem of where to wipe that.

      “I warned you,” Amanda stated, “and you dared me.”

      With paint on the back of her hand and Amanda still with the brush, Ruth lunged in an attempt to wipe her hand on Amanda. But Amanda was too quick for her: she thrust the brush out in front of her as the two connected, pasting more pale blue onto Ruth’s arm. Both women shrieked, and Ruth turned, quick as lightning, and wiped the back of her hand into Amanda’s blonde hair.

      “Oh, not nice.”

      “You started it, Missus,” Ruth said still smiling. “Probably time to get it cleaned up, though, before that dries,” she said pointing. “You have blue on blonde. I’ll go and turn the shower on.”

      “So do I get the answer now?” Amanda asked, following her down the hall.

      “The short answer is yes, it can be done. The long answer is it’s tricky. Obviously, the vendor needs to see the product has been paid for, and the purchaser needs to prove he’s paid in order to pick up, but for someone looking in, like the police for instance,” she nodded to Amanda, “that’s the tricky part. How do they keep the transaction away from law enforcement? They’ll not want to get caught. In that sense, it’s riskier than cash.”

      “I’m thinking Bitcoin or similar?”

      “I’m thinking I’ll double check with Valance tomorrow and let you know, eh? He’s a couple of steps ahead of me on that stuff, particularly the slightly illegal as you know.”

      Amanda had first met Valance Douglas a few months back. He was an acquaintance of a vigilante victim she’d found herself working with as part of a sting that had gone so far off track she could have lost her job. Luckily, Plan B had come along and saved the day – in the form of tech whiz Valance Douglas. He and Ruth had stayed in touch afterwards; he’d proven to be a talented techy and private investigator. You never knew when you might need such a person. Like now.

      “Right now, though,” Ruth said sternly, “that paint is drying, so get in the shower and get scrubbing.”

      “Yes, Miss,” Amanda said chastely, and did as she was told.
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      Amanda’s head had gone into overdrive after her chat with Ruth the previous night. She’d thought about up, getting out of bed and making a mug of warm milk to try and ease her overactive brain but didn’t want to disturb Ruth in the process. She’d finally dropped off sometime around 2 a.m., and it had felt like she’d been asleep for five whole minutes when the alarm had pierced the quiet of their bedroom. In a deep sleep, Amanda had ignored it, but Ruth had leapt bolt upright. Worse, the clock was on Amanda’s side of the bed.

      Six a.m. She would normally be out running by now, but since the decorating had cut into their relaxation time together, she’d not run for nearly a week. Maybe that was why she was feeling a little tetchy.

      “Amanda,” she called from under her pillow. “Amanda!” She tried again more urgently, but it seemed nothing was getting through. Brute force was next. Lifting the pillow off her head, Ruth sat up and shook her wife by the arm in an effort to awaken her from a near comatose sleep.

      Finally, a grunt from the blonde head.

      Then movement as the noise became clearer and, as Amanda finally realized what it was, she reached out to turn the noise off. Silence fell on the room once again. Ruth tossed the covers back and headed to the bathroom, muttering to herself.

      “I may as well be up running now. So much for a bit of extra sleep,” she grumbled. After splashing water on her face, she made her way downstairs to make a mug of tea for each of them, hoping Amanda would have surfaced and shown herself by the time it was ready. She yawned. And yawned again. Maybe they would have to get someone in to finish the rest of the house after all; the extra workload was half killing them.

      There was a shuffle at the doorway as Amanda entered, wearing her pink robe. Her blonde wavy hair stuck out at all angles.

      “The tea will stir you into action,” she said. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Hardly at all, actually,” said Ruth. “Though I must have towards the end. I think the last time I looked at the time it was nearly two a.m. and I still hadn’t gone off by that stage. I nearly got up but I knew I’d start bloody Googling stuff for work and then there’d be no chance of sleep. So instead, I lay there with my brain whirling round like a Catherine Wheel. I may as well have got up for all the use it was. Might have cracked the case, even.”

      Amanda yawned loudly, her face contorting. The kettle came to the boil and Ruth smiled at Amanda’s optimism. Cracking a case via Google was rarely that easy. She poured boiling water onto tea bags and grabbed milk from the fridge as Amanda slumped into a chair at the kitchen table.

      It was still pitch-black outside. There were a few upstairs lights on in other houses nearby, probably commuters getting ready for another day in the city. Ruth was no different; her office was in Green Park, not far from the tube station, though as the boss, she wasn’t on someone else’s time clock, only her own. And that’s the way she liked it. Adding milk to the tea, she passed Amanda a mug and sat with her.

      “You’re as tired as I am, so let’s get the decorating finished by a pro, eh? I couldn’t care less about the cost at the moment. Neither of us likes doing it, and both of us are sick of the mess so I’ll see what I can come up with.”

      Amanda nodded her agreement. “Great idea. But anyone worth their salt will be booked up, so we’ll have to wait a bit to get it started. I guess there’s no real rush, though.”

      “I agree. Well, that’s settled, then. I’ll get someone round to look at the job. You’re busy, and I’m busy, so it’s the best way.” Ruth sipped on her tea, gazing over the mug’s rim towards Amanda. “You’re out tonight, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Jack and I are taking a DS from Manchester for a curry. Duncan Riley. He’s a nice bloke, actually. We’re hoping he can throw a bit of light on the prescription drug and distribution scene. There may be a connection to his contacts up there. They seem to be spreading their network outwards down here a little. When might you speak to Valance? It would be good to get another viewpoint on things before we meet him. Once again, cyber at this end have no bandwidth to speak of, pardon the pun. They only work with the big stuff, or those in immediate danger, not a few ‘baggies and butties,’ as you called it last night.” Amanda smiled as she said it; it was mildly amusing.

      “Well, on that, I must have been figuring things out subconsciously because I remembered about Bitcoin and what I knew,” Ruth said. “It would work, I bet, the app aspect, though I’ll still talk to Valance and double check. I seem to remember some article of recent saying Bitcoin wasn’t as reliable as it once was in terms of anonymity. And as smartphones go to run the necessary browser, I’m pretty sure the iPhone hasn’t got the ability or the security. I’ll have to check. But there’ll be something else and some way else to fill the gap by now. I’ll let you know.” Ruth got up to rinse her now empty mug. “I’m off for a very quick run, I think. Maybe just the one lap and then a shower. I’ll go and get changed. Care to come with me?” Ruth raised her eyebrows suggestively but Amanda scowled her reply.

      “My body wasn’t meant for running, so I’ll grab breakfast then hit the shower. Thanks for the invite though.”

      There was no way Amanda would ever go running, Ruth knew, but she teased her anyway.

      Five minutes later Ruth was heading down the front path in her running gear. Amanda sat at the kitchen table, pondering. If an app could be loaded with funds and used for anonymous transactions, then all sorts of things could be traded illegally with no one any the wiser. That left two questions bubbling away: first, how did the mobile van’s customers know about a secret app if it was a secret? Second, how could Amanda and Jack get access to it too?

      By the time Ruth came back, sweating like a horse, Amanda was dressed in her best suit, hair coiffed and make-up expertly applied. She had the bones of an idea.

      “Wow,” exclaimed Ruth, looking Amanda up and down. “I hope Duncan appreciates your effort, though aren’t you a little early?”

      “Ha ha. Very funny. I’m going undercover.” Grabbing her bag, she pecked Ruth’s sweaty cheek as she passed, calling ‘Wish me luck’ over her shoulder as she went.
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      Sam had checked her messages from ‘him’ and was thrilled to see he’d received the funds without a hitch. She’d followed his instructions to a T, so why she was surprised she’d no idea. But reading the short confirmation text sent a tingle of excitement through her body, like when something exciting you’d been looking forward to for ages was suddenly upon you. It reminded her a little of her wedding day, and the excitement and anticipation that had consumed her for weeks before the event took place.

      The day had been perfect in every way, from the sunshine to the ceremony and the party that evening. It had gone smoothly, and for the first few years they’d both been blissfully happy, bringing two delightful girls into the world and enjoying every moment they spent with them. When it had started to crumble, exactly, she couldn’t remember, but Duncan’s job hadn’t helped. It had begun taking up so much of his time and his attention even when he was actually present at home.

      Still, she pushed the thoughts away and tried to clear her head. What was done was done: there was nothing to be gained by rehashing it all. It no longer mattered whose fault things were, who had said or done something. It was all water under the bridge. Best to just let it wash out to sea.

      The kitchen looked like a TV studio waiting for a celebrity chef to arrive. Several bowls sat with prepared ingredients in them. Pastry was resting in the fridge and flour dust covered every surface, including the floor. Anyone looking would think the two girls had had a flour fight, not that a grown woman was making pastry, but Victoria and Jasmine were safely at school, out of harm’s way.

      Satisfied that she had everything ready, she took the pastry out and began to roll it, lining individual circular sections of the tray to create the bases for the mini-quiches. When the tray was filled with twelve perfect-looking pastry bases, she began to fill them with the finely chopped ingredients from the bowls. In the bottom of each went tiny slivers of green potato skin topped with tiny bacon pieces, chopped tiny potato eyes, chives, cheese and herbs. Then she poured the eggy mixture over each one to fill the tartlets to the top and sprinkled a little more grated cheese on top. When the poisoned pies were complete and she was satisfied she hadn’t forgotten anything, she placed them in the hot oven to cook. There was an air of satisfaction about her as the golden oven light glowed over her creations. During her research, she’d learned that the active ingredient could be a little bitter, and she hoped the bacon and strong cheese would mask any flavour issues. The last thing she wanted was for Duncan to spit it out and be fully alert when his evening visitor came to call.

      Twenty minutes later, the delicious-looking treats were done and the homely smell of fresh baking and cooked cheese filled the kitchen – she was almost tempted to try one herself. After placing them all on a wire rack to cool, she dug into the back of a kitchen cupboard for a suitable travel container. The oven clock read 1.15 p.m. Duncan had said he’d come by about 2 p.m. to grab his overnight gear before heading down south for the night, and that he’d be back late Friday night.

      Or that was the intended plan …

      She’d already laid his toiletries out along with his hold-all and pyjamas; somehow, he always managed to forget these when he went anywhere overnight and would end up sleeping in his underwear. Idly she wondered if he’d be wearing them when the time came; it seemed an odd thing, sad almost, to wear for his demise. But what would be better, a suit and shirt? His running gear? Jeans and a T-shirt, perhaps? What was the preferred attire to be wearing when your time came? Sick patients lying in bed wouldn’t have any choice in the matter, so Duncan would be in their company as his spirit left this life – wearing just his PJs.

      She stared at the stripes on the bottoms, blue and purple, and touched the soft flannelette fabric, though she resisted lifting them to her face. To do that would mean she still cared for him, and really, she didn’t. Anger started to bubble in her stomach like toxic gases. She could still feel the sting of his words like the slap of an elastic band her your arm – so cruel and unnecessary. He’d started her down this road she’d taken – he had! He was to blame for what was about to happen next. Yes, it was all his doing! Sam was getting wound up now, anxiety rippling through her chest, heat coursing over her skin, scalding tears filling her eyes.

      A door slamming shut downstairs brought her to attention and she hastily wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Duncan’s voice rang out. “I’m home, Sam.” It was kind of sing-song, happy even, not like his usual stressed, dull tone.

      Sniffing fiercely and wiping her eyes again, she called down to him, “I’m in the bedroom.”

      His heavy footsteps climbed the stairs and he popped his head around the doorframe, a smile in his eyes. He seemed so happy.

      “I smell baking,” he said with a tone of happy accusation.

      “Guilty as charged,” she replied, then winced inwardly at her words – was that slip up an omen? Changing the subject for the moment, she added, “I thought I’d get a few things together – you know, the things you might forget.” She held up his pyjamas and he smiled knowingly. “Can’t have you cold. You’ll need these in your room. What if there was a fire alarm in the night? You’d be stood there half-naked and freezing to death.”

      She knew she was rambling on about nothing, talking for the sake of it, but it helped. Why hadn’t she taken a couple of pills this morning to steady her nerves? Wasn’t that what they were there for? If only her bag was nearby, she could easily have sneaked a couple from the side pocket and slipped them down. But it was hanging at the bottom of the stairs where it always was. So, gibbering on was the next best alternative. It took her mind off what was coming.

      Duncan walked into the room and started to fill his bag with the other items he’d need and she stood back and watched him. “Not sure if I mentioned but I’m meeting them from Croydon station for a curry at seven p.m. so I need to get going. There’s a case they’re working on that might be linked to a case of ours, so I’ll call you when I get in if it’s not too late, okay?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me. Do what you need to do. I’ll probably have an early night anyway. I’m nearly at the end of my book so I’ll finish that off and that’ll be it. I’ll text you before I go to sleep.”

      It was all part of the plan.

      “Okay.” He looked around the room to see if he’d forgotten anything, then hoisted up his packed bag. He was almost ready to go.

      “I’ve made you something to nibble on for your journey down,” she said as she headed for the kitchen. He followed her down, bag in hand. He watched as she put four mini-quiches into a container and handed it over.

      “I thought you’d like these more than sweet brownies – they’re much more substantial. Now don’t eat them all when you set off. You’ll appreciate them late afternoon when you get the nibbles.” Timing was important, but she could only suggest.

      “Thanks, Sam. That’s nice of you. I appreciate it.”

      Their eyes caught for a moment and she smiled. He’d always had beautiful eyes… He leaned in to kiss her, their lips touching briefly for the last time.

      When he walked out the front door, she’d never see him alive ever again.

      It was a sobering thought.

      She needed a drink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      She looked every part the businesswoman. Her smart navy suit fell a little below her knee; a deep cream blouse with a plunging neckline set off her blonde hair perfectly. The look was completed by a pair of large pearl studs in her ears and a swipe of pale peach lipstick – she was aiming for classy.

      Funny how a change of style of clothes could make a person feel so different about themselves. Amanda’s normal attire of work suit and Doc Martens was functional, though certainly not what you’d call stylish. High heels were impractical on the job for many reasons; really, it was only TV cops who wore them, women who, incredibly, managed to sprint over gravel and climb chain-link fences without difficulty when the time came. No ankles were ever broken in the making of those episodes. Away from television and back in the land of reality, of course, it was a completely different story, so she’d head back home to change out of her Wonder Woman suit after her assignment.

      Kodaline sang about all she wanted while Amanda drove down Purley Way, headed towards a bacon sandwich and a spot of early morning surveillance over a Styrofoam cup of tea. Thinking she’d better tell Jack what she was up to, she directed Siri to call him. Kodaline and her song faded down and a loud ringing tone.

      “Morning, Lacey-McGregor, or McGregor-Lacey, or whatever you’re now called,” he teased her, chewing loudly and following up with a slurp.

      “I gather you’re still finishing breakfast.”

      “Yes. Full English this morning, too. Mrs. Stewart came early specially to make it. Good of her, eh?”

      “Yeah, great. Send her over when you’ve done with her. I have a few chores that need doing. But right now, I thought I’d fill you in on where I’m headed.”

      “Oh? And where’s that?” Another slurp. Amanda envisioned him with his mug, a brown sauce–stained plate in front of him.

      “I’m a businesswoman with a need for something to calm me, so I’m going to order a bacon sandwich with a side order of special sauce. I want to see what happens, and who makes it happen. All being well, I should have something to report back when I get to work. If I’m not in by ten, it’s gone horribly wrong and you’ll probably find me whacked and tied up in the bushes somewhere nearby.”

      “Cheery thought, Lacey. Righto, then. Thanks for letting me know. You be careful, and I’ll see you a bit later.”

      “Never thought of that, Jack, but will do,” she said, rolling her eyes. Though he was only a handful of years older than her, he treated her like the daughter he had never had. And for the most part, she let him; in many ways, he was the father she had never been close to.

      The line went dead, and Kodaline’s soft, eerie voice again filled the car. Up next was Meghan Trainor. Perfect; Amanda was in the mood for something quietly soothing.

      Ten minutes later, she swung the car into the layby, and parked at the furthest corner, as out of sight of the van as possible. Satisfied that the staff couldn’t see her, she turned the engine off and pretended to be searching her bag for something. Compact make-up mirrors were one of the best surveillance tools, she’d learned: they looked completely natural yet were small enough to see around without looking obvious – unless you were a man, of course. Amanda took hers out and pretended to preen a little, all the time watching the front of the van and who was doing what. Even though it was still early, there were already a couple of people queuing. Both were wearing business suits, and both had their phones in their hands. To the uninitiated, there was nothing wrong with the picture but Amanda stayed put, watching and pretending to adjust her make-up.

      Her phone rang. It was Ruth.

      “I have something for you that may be of use.”

      “Oh? What is it?”

      “I’ve just spoken to Valance and run a hypothetical at him, and he came back with how it could be done. I say could, not is – that’s up to your team. The detectives.”

      “Come on, then – spill the beans,” Amanda said. “I don’t need a disclaimer statement attached.”

      “Crypto currency could be used easily, and there are various forms now –loads, in fact, not only Bitcoin. In fact, he says it’s unlikely to be Bitcoin because it’s way too valuable. He mentioned Monero and Dash and a couple of others, but here’s the thing.” Ruth took a breath then carried on. “Anyone can do it, and it still runs off the Onion browser, but money can be added to the app. But it can’t be done on an iPhone: Apple doesn’t support crypto apps. So Android would more than likely be the one to use. Have a look at which phones customers are using if you can. From what he says, you won’t find an iPhone amongst them.”

      “Nice work, Detective McGregor-Lacey. Does he have any idea how money changes hands through the app?”

      “He said he’d do some checking, but his initial thought was what he called a ‘pooled wallet,’ where value is assigned to an account but no specific currency is associated with it. It basically means funds are harder to track. To purchase, the buyer would then wire the currency to the app, and hey presto! – transaction almost complete.”

      “Nice one, Ruth. Thanks. I’d better go and see what’s what, then. Wish me luck.”

      “Stay safe, eh?” Sheesh – first Jack, and now Ruth. Amanda rolled her eyes heavenward. Well, at least they cared.

      “Will do. See you later.” Amanda rang off and glanced over to the food truck. The queue had grown to four people waiting.

      “May as well get going,” she mumbled as she made her way across the uneven ground in heels she wasn’t used to. Little pieces of fine gravel pinged as her heels caught the loose covering and she was thankful it was a clear morning. Holding an umbrella and balancing at the same time might have been a problem. Amanda joined the back of the queue, eyes and ears on high alert. Immediately she noticed a couple of things: first, no one was talking at all, although that wasn’t necessarily cause for alarm; these people were probably all strangers. Second, each person had their phone in their hand – again not all that uncommon, but on further inspection, she noticed that not one of them was an iPhone. Again, that on its own wasn’t startling, but given Ruth’s intel and her own suspicions about what went on at this particular food van, it was a glaring indicator.

      Amanda watched carefully now. As each person placed their order, they put their phone on the serving hatch, screen up. Someone not paying attention, someone who was there solely to get a sandwich and nothing else, would probably not have noticed this. Intrigued, Amanda moved forward in the queue, watching closely without seeming to watch.

      Her main question now was how such an operation could be marketed to those looking to shop, because the suppliers, the two men inside the food van, could hardly hang their sign out, could they?

      There were a couple of ways to find out more. And Amanda was going to try them both.
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      The man directly in front of her had turned his head as Amanda joined the back of the queue and given her a smile of admiration – as well as a rather obvious top-to-bottom look she could have done without. “Too bad, buddy. I’m taken,” she thought gleefully. Still, it was good to know she could still pull, even if it was a man.

      “Good morning,” he drawled when he’d finished browsing.

      Play nicely, Amanda …

      “Morning,” she said, acting friendly. She was keen to chat with Mr. Smooth if she could.

      “The best bacon sandwiches this side of Watford Gap, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes, the best.” Another bright smile from Amanda.

      “Do you come here often?”

      Amanda groaned inwardly. Seriously, did he have nothing better? That was the cheesiest chat-up line in the book, though there could have been a double meaning to his question. “I’ve just come a couple of times,” she said, “but as you say, they are the best. They give me a bit of a buzz, actually. Love the special sauce.”

      She watched his face and waited. His eyes flicked across hers, searching for her own double meaning, she assumed. At last he nodded slightly. No doubt about it: he knew exactly what she was referring to – and it wasn’t the bacon.

      He held his phone out – an Android – and waggled it in the space between them, like a secret being shared between two friends.

      Amanda smiled knowingly. “What currency do you use? Monero or something else?” She wore a natural, easy-going smile, as if they were two friends discussing laundry powder.

      Mr. Smooth was definitely eager to chat, although he clearly thought he was getting somewhere with the classy-looking woman behind him.

      “Yeah, I started with Monero,” he said self-importantly, “though I use Dash now. I’ve tried a few, actually, but in the interests of keeping it away from prying eyes, I juggle things a bit.” He touched his nose and gave her an exaggerated wink. “And you?” he enquired chummily.

      “Same as you, actually,” she said, smooth as butter. “Seems to work.”

      The queue shuffled forward, and another man joined in behind Amanda, phone in hand.

      Amanda turned back to Mr. Smooth. “How did you find this place?”

      “Probably the same way you did. A friend told me I should try their sandwiches if I wanted a little stress relief. I thought they did ‘massages’“ – he made air quotes around the word – “until I figured it out. Wasn’t sure if I was going to get a helping hand or a hand job when I first came.”

      He threw his head back and laughed at his own wit, and Amanda did her best to join in. The man in front of him turned around and scowled, but Mr. Smooth ignored him. “But it’s all done so nicely,” he went on, lowering his voice. “No one who didn’t know about it would be any the wiser.”

      Amanda smiled. “Yes, extremely clever, and neat too.” Lowering her own voice even more, she asked him, “How many outlets are there? Any idea?”

      They shuffled forward again. Mr. Smooth was up next.

      “I don’t know of any others myself,” he whispered, “but there must be, right? To set it up like they have. It’s not like the days when ice cream vans first started serving alcohol from their fridge instead of Mivvies. My guess is the queues of blokes waiting for ice cream gave the game away on that one.” He made air quotes around “ice cream.” “None of that here, though,” he went on, glancing around him. “Just a few folks lining up for breakfast, you and me included.” He gave her another sickly wink and then moved forward to place his order.

      She watched discreetly as he set his phone on the counter, screen up. She could see an app page open, waiting. It happened so smoothly that anyone not in the know really would be hard pushed to notice; she had to admit she was impressed. From her current position, Amanda was now able to see what was happening inside the van. One male was cooking and putting bacon sandwiches together. A second male slipped a serviette and sachets of special sauce into the bag, along with what looked like a sachet of salt. Except Amanda knew it wasn’t salt; it was something a lot more relaxing than that. And who in their right mind put salt on their bacon sandwich, anyway?

      Mr. Smooth moved off with his order, waving lightly as he walked back to his car, and wished her a nice day as he went. Smiling, Amanda stepped up and placed her order for a bacon sandwich and a cup of tea and waited. How very vanilla of her, considering the present company.

      It was extremely clever, Amanda mused. Nobody would suspect the white sachets had anything sinister in them and, as no large cash notes had changed hands (she had used only a few coins paying for the sandwich), there had been no obvious transaction either. To the casual observer the men in the van were simply selling and serving bacon sandwiches.

      Damn clever.

      So, who was the mastermind behind this venture? Maybe DS Duncan Riley could shed some light on that later.
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      Amanda hadn’t gone home to change before heading back to the station, figuring she’d be ready for dinner with Duncan later that day so what the hell.

      She soon wished she had. The first wolf whistle landed while she struggled to climb out of the car without exposing too much thigh in the process.

      “Oh, for hell’s sake,” she mumbled as her heel caught on the floor mat. Cursing, she yanked her shoe off and set one stockinged foot on the ground, looking for all the world like a hippy celeb staggering out of a limo. The observer whistled again and was rewarded with a swift middle finger from Amanda.

      With both feet on the ground and once again contained within their shoes, she clumped off towards the station, noticing the backs of a couple of the men as they scurried inside ahead of her.

      Jack swivelled round in his seat as she approached and his face lit up with a cheeky grin. “I didn’t know you cared, Amanda. I’d have dressed up a little if I’d known.” He rearranged his tie theatrically.

      “Not you too, Jack,” she groaned, and feigned a swat at him. “Can’t a woman wear nice clothes occasionally?”

      “Oh, that she can. And you should do so more often – you scrub up rather well.”

      She cocked a brow at him. “Hardly practical in our job. I’ll be back to functional tomorrow. And my feet are killing me already in these shoes. Where’s my Doc Martens when a girl needs them?” She slipped her shoes off under her desk and rubbed the side of her foot. “But it worked, though. I now know what’s going on.”

      “Really? Go on, then.”

      “I will, but I need coffee first. You want some?”

      They set off for the kitchen, and as they waited for their coffees, Amanda filled Jack in on what she’d learned from chatting with Mr. Smooth and her observations on the inside of the operation.

      “So, the salt packs aren’t salt at all,” Jack mused. “I wondered why they weren’t printed when you found them in that rubbish bin, but I thought no more about it. And they wouldn’t get mixed up with the real salt because that would be in printed sachets, I’m guessing.”

      “Precisely.”

      “But we still don’t know how many vans are operating, do we?” Jack said thoughtfully. “And I suspect it’s more than one. How the hell do we find out, do you think? This could be nationwide or just a local network.”

      “Quite, but I think the first place to start is van ownership. We loosely traced this one back to one of Duncan’s contacts, so we could do the same with any others on our patch. See what we’re dealing with ourselves before taking it further afield.”

      “I’m on to it. Shouldn’t be too hard to get a list of license holders from the council. I’ll get Raj to give me a hand.” Jack drained his coffee mug and thumped it down with satisfaction. “That, Lacey, was a good cup of coffee.”

      Amanda smiled at his back as he returned towards his own desk and work. It seemed she’d been dismissed.

      “Well, I guess I’d better tell Dopey what we’ve got going on,” she said, and padded off barefoot towards DI Dupin’s office. He was seated at his desk engrossed in a document in front of him, his bald patch more prominent than ever, it seemed. She knocked on the doorframe with a knuckle to get his attention.

      Without looking up he said, “What is it, Lacey?”

      “How’d you know it was me, sir?”

      “You forget I’m a detective too, Lacey, and to answer your question, first of all I saw you, and second, your perfume.”

      Immediately Amanda wondered if she’d been putting too much on.

      “And no, you haven’t. Put too much on, that is.”

      Dear God, he was a mind reader, too.

      Finally, he looked up from what he had been reading and smiled at her. Dopey Dupin didn’t have a mean bone in his body, which was one of the reasons the team took the piss. Every DI needed mean bones occasionally.

      “What can I help you with?”

      While he wasn’t what you’d call an attractive man, he had a nice smile and clear eyes, and had always been decent to Amanda.

      “It seems we’ve stumbled on a prescription opioid distribution racket, through mobile food vans. Selling codeine and oxy to the business community, from what we’ve seen so far.” She explained the rest – the salt packets, the app, the clientele.

      Dupin sat quietly for a moment before he spoke. “What’s your plan?”

      When Amanda explained what they intended to do and that she and Jack were meeting with a DC from Manchester later, he nodded approvingly. “Keep me up to date. I may need to go regional if it’s more widespread, and why wouldn’t it be?”

      Amanda nodded her understanding, and Dupin resumed reading his document, indicating she was dismissed.

      When she’d left his office, he picked his phone up and dialled.
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      M1 or M40? That was the question facing Duncan as he skirted around Birmingham heading south towards Croydon. If he hadn’t needed a car he’d have taken the train, caught up with some reports or read the paper, listened to a podcast or something – all much less stressful than afternoon traffic on the Midland’s motorways. Google and Siri told him the M40 was the quickest option, though not by much. He yawned, glanced at the clock on the dash and estimated the time to a service centre he might want to stop at. He dimly remembered that Oxford was the one to aim for, though in truth most of the motorway network’s service stations were pretty grim. Torn seating in the food court areas, filthy toilets, and the general décor and state of repair of these over-used locations left a lot to be desired. Millions of people went through these places every year, so much so they were like small towns, on the move 24/7. Some had designated truck stop areas, some caravan areas, but they all had one thing in common – huge volumes of cars and bikes at any given time. Unfortunately, this meant that refurbishment was almost out of the question.

      He made a mental calculation to the stop at Oxford and dreamed of a hot coffee to stir him up with; travelling so far on his own was tedious work. Then he remembered the mini-quiches Sam had made and, driving with his right hand, slipped his left into his bag on the seat and rummaged for the tub.

      “Got you,” he said as he wrestled the lid off and removed a little pie. The lightly browned cheese on the top made them look quite delicious and he took a bite from one, sinking his teeth into the soft filling and fresh homemade pastry. He groaned at the taste of them.

      “Sam, you’ve outdone yourself, my girl. Absolutely delicious.”

      Shame she wasn’t there to hear his praise….

      Crumbs fell down his front and he brushed them away before taking another bite, the act of eating relieving the monotony of driving in a straight line for so long. When both pies had been devoured, he savoured the cheesy taste on his lips before calling her to say thanks. She answered almost immediately.

      “My God, Sam, those little pie things were delicious. You’ll have to make some more of them.”

      “Have you eaten them both already, then?” she enquired.

      “I was going to leave one for later, but the first one was so good I thought, Sod it, I can only eat them once.” He heard Sam giggle a little at his praise and enjoyed the sound of it. It was a shame they’d had to go about getting back on track the way they had, but he felt sure she was changing back to the Sam he had loved and married.

      “Well, I’m glad you liked them. I hoped you would. Listen, I’ll send you a text later before I go to sleep, all right?”

      “Okay. Give the girls a kiss goodnight from me, won’t you?”

      “Of course, and enjoy your meal out. Drive safely.” Sing-song. Then she was gone and Duncan was back to the solace of a mind-numbingly boring drive down to Croydon.

      

      It was almost 6 p.m. when he pulled into the hotel car park after four hours of snarl-ups and roadworks, and he parked up below one of the available street lamps for extra security. The amber glow gave his car an eerie finish, changing the colour from navy to almost green. He grabbed his bag and headed inside to check in, feeling dog-tired and wishing he was staying in for the evening rather than going out for a curry. But he’d agreed to go, so that was the end of it, though his stomach didn’t much feel like a curry. Something plain would perhaps ease whatever was going on in there. He put it down to too much coffee and sitting scrunched up for too long.

      “Duncan Riley checking in,” he said to the receptionist, an older woman with perfectly coiffed hair. She reminded him of a TV sitcom wife from the 80s. But efficient was her middle name, and within a few moments she was handing over his key and directing him to a room on the first floor. She wished him a good evening.

      Duncan skipped the lift and opted for the stairs. His room was near the far end of the first-floor corridor. Silently, he let himself in and browsed around the functional room. Bathroom immediately to the left, bed further in to the left, desk and chair at the foot of the bed against the wall opposite. TV screen, tea- and coffee-making equipment to his right. A piece of nondescript art hung over the bed. The computer-generated image matched the décor colour of green and oxblood almost exactly. The scent of air freshener from a can lingered in the room, probably to mask that someone had smoked there recently; an underlying whiff of tobacco was still evident. He opened the window a little to recirculate the odour back outside, and a cold draft blew into the room. Still, he gave it five minutes to clear.

      His head was starting to ache a little as he unpacked his bag and took his toiletries through to the bathroom. Since he wasn’t being picked up for at least thirty minutes or so, he turned the taps on and ran a bath, pouring the little bottle of shower gel into the running water. White bubbles formed and grew upwards while he shaved and stripped. Then, satisfied with the temperature, Duncan slid into the tub. The warm water felt good on his body, the tiring drive easing out of his muscles, and he began to relax a little. His thoughts drifted to Sam and the change in her, her thoughtfulness baking the mini-pies, and he wondered if they’d turned a corner. Perhaps they should go away somewhere soon, the two of them, somewhere warm; maybe the south of France or farther afield even. It wasn’t like they couldn’t afford it, and the girls always enjoyed staying with their grandparents.

      His phone rang back in the bedroom and dragged him away from his thoughts, though he didn’t get out of the bath, not yet. Whoever it was would wait or leave a message or call back soon. He closed his eyes a moment and floated somewhere between Sam and work. His phone rang again.

      “Sod it,” he grumbled and stood up, letting water and soapy suds run down his legs onto the floor. He wrapped a towel around him before heading to the bedside table.

      “DC Riley here.”

      “Ah, were you sleeping?” A woman’s chuckle followed, but Duncan didn’t recognize the voice or the number that flashed up.

      “It’s DS Lacey, Amanda. Dinner?”

      “Yes, sorry. Miles away. Is it that time already?” He glanced at the clock on his phone. 6.40 p.m.

      “We’re early, so I called on the off chance, but if you’re sleeping . . .” She let the words hang with a touch of jovial sarcasm.

      “Give me five. I’ll be down shortly.” He disconnected the call, quickly dried, and dressed in jeans and a clean shirt with a jacket over the top. With hair that was still ruffled and damp, he left his room to meet his dinner mates, letting the door swing closed behind him.

      All three slipped into Amanda’s car, Duncan in the back.

      Parked on the other side of the car park were two men in disguise and on surveillance.

      They were not detectives.
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      It wasn’t far to the restaurant. Parking directly outside was impossible unless you were happy to be towed away, and even detectives weren’t exempt from that carry-on. And bus drivers got tetchy if you parked in a bus stop. Amanda drove past Chat House and pulled up in a nearby side street with plenty of room. Duncan’s head was now throbbing and he wished he’d stopped at a chemist for Paracetamol on the way. Amanda caught the look of pain on his face and asked, “Are you all right?”

      “A headache, that’s all, though I couldn’t tell you when I last got one. I don’t suppose you have any painkillers, do you?”

      Considering the topic they were about to discuss over dinner, it was fitting, Amanda thought. She rummaged in her bag and produced a packet with four left in it.

      “Life saver – thanks,” Duncan said, and removed two from the individual blisters, popping them straight into his mouth.

      “There’ll be water inside,” added Amanda. She handed him the rest of the pack. “Here, take the rest in case you need them later.”

      Duncan nodded his appreciation and followed them both into the restaurant. The warmth was welcome; even the short walk from the car was cold enough to require hat and gloves. The smell of rich tandoori spices and garlic filled the room. For a weekday night, the place was busy, and the clientele was heavily male. Amanda wondered where all the women were; perhaps these customers were all on a boys’ night out? She imagined the women doing the same someplace, a wine bar maybe.

      A man dressed in black and white showed them to their table and handed out menus.

      “Can I get you something from the bar?” he enquired.

      “A half for me,” ordered Jack.

      “Mineral water, thanks,” Duncan said.

      Amanda ordered a white wine, not caring that it was a school night.

      With the waiter on his way, Jack took up the small talk. “How was the journey down?”

      “The usual. I don’t think I’ve ever driven straight through without roadworks somewhere along the way. I reckon they only need a home for their cones, so they lay them on our motorways.” He rubbed his temple and poured a glass of water from the jug to speed the pills up a bit. A light sheen of sweat had formed on his top lip. It glinted slightly, enough for Amanda to notice. She didn’t say anything.

      “Well, I’m famished,” declared Jack, and stuck his head in the menu. “I don’t know why I’m looking because I know what I’m going to have.” He beamed around the table. “Chicken Jalfrezi.”

      “Same here,” said Amanda. “Lamb Jalfrezi for me.” She placed her menu back down on the table.

      Duncan didn’t fancy anything spicy, “I think I’ll stick with chicken Korma. I fancy mild tonight.” In reality, he fancied a boiled egg and soldiers at home with his girls, but that was a world away. His head was pounding.

      The waiter returned with their drinks and Jack placed their order. Poppadums and chutney appeared in front of them and all but Duncan tucked in. He was beginning to feel quite unwell. He figured he should tell them what he knew, then grab a taxi back to the hotel and go sleep off whatever this was. He cleared his throat.

      “Tell me where you’re up to, then, and I’ll see where I can fit some missing pieces, perhaps.”

      Amanda began with a rundown. “We know now they are using an app, prepaying with crypto currency so no cash changes hands at the van. It seems they place their phone face up with the app showing on the screen, and that’s a signal for the dealer to glance and see the pre-paid order. Tabs are disguised as salt packets and slotted into the bag with the bacon sandwich. I’ve also heard special sauce mentioned – a code word, I expect. That’s as much as we know. But we figure it could be wider than our patch because of the technology.”

      She sipped her wine and looked at Duncan. He was quiet. More sweat had surfaced on his upper lip and brow. Suddenly, in one swift movement, he leapt from the table and raced towards the back of the restaurant, looking for the toilets. Jack and Amanda sat speechless, looking at one another.

      “He really didn’t look too well,” Amanda said. “His top lip was all sweaty. I think you should see if he’s okay.”

      The waiter was approaching the table with their food, but Jack dutifully followed Duncan, hoping he wouldn’t be too long. He’d been looking forward to chicken Jalfrezi all afternoon. He entered the gents’ toilets and heard Duncan before he saw him. The retching sounded like it was coming up from the basement drains of the building.

      “Hell’s bells. Are you all right?”

      Duncan spat saliva into the bowl and wiped his mouth with toilet tissue. The room smelled of vomit. Jack waited.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Duncan said weakly. “I think. Maybe it’s a migraine.” He started to get up from his kneeling position but his legs were wobbly. He grabbed on to the tissue dispenser, ripping it from the wall as he stumbled backwards, sending it crashing to the floor. Another wave of nausea coursed through him and he retched again, this time missing the toilet completely and vomiting onto the floor. Jack stepped out of the way, but not before the splashes hit him.

      “I think we’d best get you back to your room. Can you stand up?” He put his hand out and Duncan took it gratefully. Once Duncan was on his feet, Jack dampened a paper towel and handed it to him to wipe his face with. Beads of sweat coated his forehead. When Jack was satisfied Duncan was stable on his feet, he slowly led him back out to the restaurant and towards the front door. He caught Amanda’s eye but she could see all was not well. She set her napkin aside and hurried up to them.

      “Best get him back,” Jack said uneasily. “Where’s your keys?”

      “Hang on – I’ll drive,” Amanda said. “Let me go and settle the bill and I’ll meet you out front. Can you bring my car around?”

      Jack nodded and took her car keys from her. Turning to Duncan, he said, “Wait here. I’ll be back in five.”

      

      When Jack pulled up out front, Amanda was waiting with Duncan. Some of the colour had returned to Duncan’s face. He and Amanda both got inside.

      “I’m really sorry about this,” Duncan said. “I’ve never experienced anything like this before. If it’s a migraine, I never want another.” He rested his head against the headrest, grateful it was only a short drive.

      “It’s no bother, as long as you’re okay,” said Amanda. “We’ll catch up by phone, maybe in the morning? I hope you’ll be all right for your training tomorrow.”

      “Me too. Sleep will do me good.”

      Amanda pulled up at the hotel entrance and Duncan climbed out, looking only slightly steadier than he had a few moments ago. They said their goodbyes and both watched him go inside before driving off.

      “Hell, I hope he’s all right,” said Jack anxiously.

      “He’ll be fine. If he’s got a migraine, he’ll more than likely be fine now he’s vomited. A nice dark room and sleep is what he needs right now. It’s still early yet, so hopefully he’ll feel better in the morning. I’ll call him then.”

      “You’re a regular Mother Teresa, aren’t you?” chided Jack. He was remembering back to when he had had appendicitis a while back and had vomited lavishly all over Amanda and his own car. To her credit, Amanda had looked after him like a champ that day.

      He pulled out into traffic and they headed back to work. Neither of them noticed the surveillance vehicle that was still parked in the car park. But the two men inside noticed Duncan had returned.

      Somewhat early.
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      He felt like death itself. Never before had he felt so ill, had such a splitting headache or been so violently sick. He’d made it back to his room, washed his face, and got straight into bed, leaving his clothes where they fell. It was darkness and peace he craved. The hotel curtains were thick and well fitted, so not even a chink of light from outside could get through. Still, he kept his eyes firmly closed.

      But behind the blank canvas of his eyelids was a place for the devil to dance, and he was only just warming up. Imaginary insects, sounds outside his door, smells drifting from under it were all fighting for places as the devil took over. A beetle with hundreds of legs, like a millipede but with a hard oxblood red and green shell, crawled up the inside of his leg. Duncan reached down and pushed it away, sending it flying across the room towards the bathroom door where it righted itself and raced back to the bed. Only this time it was bigger. Much bigger. Duncan yelled out as he watched it grow in size then sat on the bottom of his bed and laughed at him. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared, leaving a lingering odour in its place. Had someone burnt something? Was the hotel on fire?

      On and on they went, torments in all shapes and sizes making him cry out in distress. With his eyes tightly closed he thrashed about, sweat beading on his face and chest as the hallucinations drove on and on. Duncan was oblivious to the world around him, floating in another dimension, unable to escape the pain as the devil played with his mind for his own pleasure.

      Duncan was in a hell of his own.

      

      At 9.30 p.m., Sam texted Duncan goodnight, a short message followed by a handful of kisses. But Duncan was oblivious. In fact, he was barely conscious and lying drenched in his own sweat, the soaked sheets knotted around him. By 12.30 a.m., the worst had passed, and he rolled onto his side in the wet bed, exhausted and drifting in and out of consciousness.

      He didn’t hear the light click of the lock as his door opened and two figures entered, standing in the short passageway by the bathroom door. He didn’t hear their heavy breathing; he didn’t hear or see anything – just the remnants of the devil dancing inside his skull.

      

      They waited for any movement, for their target to call out on hearing them enter, but any sound they had made had not disturbed him. The two men ventured the short distance forward towards the bed, one with an arm outstretched holding a gun, poised ready to fire, the other man slightly back out of the way. The long shape lying in the bed was only just visible in the darkness. A long moment passed and nothing happened. The man stood still, his arm outstretched and ready to shoot. Then, at last, the man lowered his arm and Luke turned to Clinton.

      “I can’t do it,” he whispered. “You’ll have to do it.”

      Clinton gasped. “What? No way! Get on with it!”

      “But I can’t!” Luke’s voice was quiet and urgent as he tried to make Clinton understand.

      “Too late. Pull the damn trigger and let’s get out of here! Come on!”

      Luke turned back towards the bed and his target, who lay under the covers sound asleep. It had seemed a good idea at the time, an easy way to earn a few quid, but now as he stood in the darkened room, he wasn’t so sure. A slight movement followed by a groan from the bed made him jump. The target was coming round.

      “Get on with it!” urged Clinton. “Take him now!”

      But Luke was frozen to the spot. That was, until Duncan rolled over fully onto his back and groaned again. What Luke couldn’t see in the darkness was whether the target’s eyes were open or not, whether he was staring up at him. Oh God – perhaps he could see him. That would never do. Being identified was out of the question. It was all he needed to spur him into action. Raising the gun again, he pointed it directly at the man’s chest and fired. But his intended victim had other ideas, rolling quickly off the bed onto the floor at the far side.

      Luke had missed.

      “Shit!” he cursed. Duncan must have seen him; otherwise, why roll so quickly? There was no way he could leave the job half-finished now. It became a mad scramble.

      “And again!” urged Clinton as Luke moved like lightning and fired again at the man, who was now lying on the floor. Even with a silencer, the noise of the gunshot filled the room. It was nowhere near as quiet as he’d assumed it would be, he thought, as though from a great distance. He peered across the bed. There was no way he could have missed from such close range. Duncan lay face down, not moving and not making a sound. He had to be dead.

      Not wanting to risk the noise of a third shot, Luke shoved the gun into his waistband.

      “Let’s go!” he urged.

      Clinton didn’t need telling twice and both men bolted towards the door. Grabbing the Do Not Disturb sign as they left, Luke fastened it to the outside handle, then softly closed the door behind them. They slowed their steps now and walked briskly, as casually as they could, down the hall and into the nearby stairwell.

      Neither Luke nor Clinton said a word until they were safely in their car. They’d left it parked a little way down a side street out, of the glare of any streetlamps or cameras. Adrenaline rushed through their veins, but both men were grimly silent. Luke started the engine and moved off down the side street, away from the main entrance of the hotel, as a precaution. Clinton looked back through the passenger wing mirror for activity – lights turning on or someone outside the entrance looking, perhaps, but there was nothing. It was a good ten minutes before either of them spoke.

      “Are you sure he’s dead?”

      “Yes.”

      At least, Luke hoped so.
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      He’d been shot. Duncan lay face down on the floor, a bullet hole through his right shoulder. It must have gone right through because it had pierced his hand, which had been trapped beneath him during the fall. Being shot at point-blank range stung like all hell, he realized with a strange sense of detachment, but there had been little time to do much about it. Right now, he was grateful he was still alive and breathing, though he wondered if they’d be back to finish him off. He’d heard them leave. He’d also heard them whispering earlier, or had he imagined that part?

      After a few moments, he figured it was safe to move. He tried to get himself back upright, or at least on his hands and knees, and call for help, but his head sloshed about like a wave pool and the pain in his shoulder and hand was excruciating. Nausea rolled over him again and he felt a fresh urge to vomit, but he knew there was nothing but bile left in his stomach. Everything else was on the curry house toilet floor.

      Slowly, using his uninjured hand, he managed to get himself back up on to the bed and steady himself for a moment. Blood seeped down his front from his shoulder wound and mingled with the blood from his hand. Although it was good that the bullet had exited, he didn’t hold up much hope for his hand to work properly ever again – there were likely too many small bones damaged. He knew he needed to find his phone urgently before he passed out again, but the room was also a crime scene and he was aware he could be contaminating it by moving. But he had to get help or he would die, he told himself sternly, and since he hadn’t finished with his life yet, he’d risk contaminating the scene.

      He took several deep breaths and then held the last one in his chest as he moved around the bed towards the desk. He knew he’d left his phone there earlier as he’d collapsed into bed. The pain was piercing, but he pushed through it with gritted teeth. Nothing seemed to work properly, but with his left hand, he found the table lamp and managed to switch it on. The pale lamplight felt like fire on his sore eyes and he squeezed them shut, groaning. Then, gingerly opening one eye, he spotted his phone and reached out with his good hand to retrieve it.

      His hand shook as he struggled to unlock it. Blood made the screen slippery as he punched the keyboard icon and hit 999.

      “I’ve been shot,” he told the operator. His voice sounded like it was coming from another room. He heard himself give his location and room number, asking if she might be able to locate DS Lacey or DC Rutherford from Croydon station.

      He set the phone down on the bed and activated the speakerphone. There was a whooshing sound in his ears now. Dimly, he heard the operator instructing him to put pressure on the wound. He raised his left hand and pressed it onto his right shoulder, but the blood kept flowing. Well, shit, he thought. He was grateful for the soothing comfort of the operator’s voice. She sounded kind, taking his mind off the pain as best she could. Then at last, he heard the distant sounds of the ambulance coming for him – at least he hoped it was, because he was in danger of losing consciousness again, fighting the urge to lie back on the bed and never wake up again.

      He closed his eyes and suddenly saw his girls, all three of them, dancing on the inside of his eyelids, giggling together, enjoying a game. Then Rochelle joined them, but she wasn’t dancing and giggling with them. She was off to the side, a look of concern on her face, watching Sam. What was Rochelle doing there? Then came whispered voices, a man saying he couldn’t do it, and Rochelle crying. And all the time his girls laughed and giggled and danced . . .

      He tried to open his eyes again, but Mother Nature clearly had her own agenda for him right now. He slumped back and let her take him to wherever she had planned.

      

      When Duncan awoke some hours later, he was in a hospital bed, wired up and bandaged up but still alive. A nurse hovered like a honeybee, working on his chart. She gave him a bright smile as he came to. His mouth felt like the bottom of someone’s old trainer, his throat raw where tubes had lain earlier. A drip was attached to the back of his good hand, fluids to ease his pain and fight off infection. He’d obviously been in surgery.

      “Good morning Mr. Riley. It’s good to have you back with us.” What a killer smile she had, Duncan thought. Then he figured he must be okay if he’d noticed that.

      Always the hot-blooded male.

      Duncan tried to talk, but his throat wasn’t working. He uttered a hoarse croak and then gave up. Instead, he matched her smile with one of his own, though not as dazzling.

      “Your throat will be a little sore, but only temporarily. Just nod or shake your head to my questions, okay?”

      One nod.

      “Are you in any pain?”

      One shake.

      “Great. You shouldn’t be. We operated earlier to stop the bleeding and stitch you up front and back, and your hand has been set, though it may take another procedure or two to get that finally fixed up. Time will tell, but you’re still with us – that’s the main thing.” Another dazzling smile. She went on, “There are a couple of detectives waiting to talk to you, but as you can’t talk at the moment, I’ll tell them to come back.”

      One shake.

      “Are you sure?”

      One nod.

      “All right, I’ll send them in when I’ve done with you.” She handed him a glass of water with a straw sticking out the top. “The more you can drink, the better for you.” Duncan drained the glass. God, he was thirsty. She refilled it and set it down on the side table. With a quick rearrangement of his pillows and one last smile, she left the room.

      He closed his eyes for a moment. That moment turned into half an hour, and similar visions filled his head again: Sam, the girls, and Rochelle.

      Rochelle.

      Pre-offence behaviour.

      “A spouse that has a sudden and unexplained change in behaviour towards their partner. A significant change in a partner’s behaviour can mean the partner may have already begun to plan for a change in the status quo. Textbook stuff.”

      It was like thick fog inside his head, but Rochelle’s words filtered through and started to make a modicum of sense.

      

      When he opened his eyes again, Jack and Amanda were stood together at the side of his bed looking at him with concerned faces. He tried again to speak, to clear the frog that was preventing him from doing so.

      “Shhhe. Wan. Mme. De.”

      Each word was laboured and slurred, but Amanda understood immediately what he was trying to tell them. Only moments ago, she had spoken to DS Rochelle Mason, who, once she’d got over the shock of the terrible news, had told Amanda a theory all of her own.

      And she was now en route.
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      Jack’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. Rochelle had made the journey in record time and was standing with them beside Duncan’s bed now, her crash helmet in one hand, dressed in black leather from head to foot, catching her breath as Amanda brought her up to speed.

      Jack motioned her to one of the vinyl chairs by the bed, but she shook her head.

      “I’ve been sat down long enough. Thanks, though.”

      She gave him a strained smile, and Jack was willing to bet that, under different circumstances, it would be a knee-trembling one. He also bet she was a ball-buster; her sheer presence in the room changed the vibe from low-key to supercharged. He wouldn’t want to mess with her. He smiled inwardly, musing.

      “Jack? Jack!” Amanda was speaking to him but he hadn’t heard a word.

      “Sorry. Yes, Lacey. I was miles away.”

      “I know you were. Welcome back.” Amanda suspected exactly where he’d been. “I was saying about last night – how ill he was with his headache and what he was like when we dropped him off.”

      “Yeah, he said he was all right, needed an early night. He was looking forward to his training, so we left him at the door. I can’t believe what’s happened to him since. It’s unreal.”

      “Sure is,” said Rochelle. “Do they say when he’ll be allowed home, and has anyone told his wife yet?”

      “He’s probably only in for a couple of days, but they’re looking to move him to Manchester when it’s feasible. To my knowledge, his wife hasn’t been told yet, particularly in light of what you’ve said. Thought maybe it would be best coming from you or one of your team.” Amanda hated notifying next of kin at the best of times; it reminded her too much of when she’d had to tell Ruth’s father that his wife had died. Ruth had been too shocked and upset to tell him herself.

      “In that case, I’ll get Rick – DS Black, I mean – to go round now that I know what state he’s in. Has he said much?”

      “No. His throat is too sore yet, so it’s head nods and shakes when he’s awake. He tried to write some notes but his right hand is shattered, so that’s awkward too. He managed to say he’d been dreaming a lot, imagining things. If it was a migraine, that could be the cause of the strange visions, though that’s usually visual disturbances, not hallucinations. He didn’t eat anything at the restaurant; he was as sick as a dog in the toilet before our food came. He was really sweaty, though. I remember seeing it on his top lip before he ran for the loo.” She checked her notebook. “Apparently the hotel housekeeping had a master key card go missing during the night, so we’re assuming that’s how the culprit got access. Easy enough to garner a room number if you’re intent on getting one.”

      “He must have been ill because when we found him, the bed was soaked. I remember thinking how unusual that was,” added Jack. “Forensics are at the scene now pulling evidence together, but Amanda tells me you might have an idea who’s behind it?”

      “It’s loose, but the pieces seem to fit. I don’t think I’m making them fit. That’s why I’ll get DS Black, to go round to their house. He can watch her reaction if he knows what we’re looking for, see if it’s genuine shock or shock that he’s still alive when he shouldn’t be.”

      “Jesus, that’s rough, isn’t it? Your missus planning your demise and she’s shocked you’re actually alive when she’s likely paid good money to have you bumped. I’d like to be a fly on that particular wall.” Jack shook his head in disgust.

      Rochelle dialled a number and left the room to make the call so Duncan couldn’t hear if he woke up. Even though he’d already mentioned the possibility, she didn’t want to rub it in any further; they’d only just been discussing it in front of him.

      Amanda and Jack raised their eyebrows at each other and waited in silence. Nothing stirred from Duncan’s bed. Jack’s phone vibrated.

      “Hopefully a clue,” he said, picking up his phone.

      Amanda listened to one side of the conversation and picked up that they’d located two bullets from a Colt 45, a gun easy enough to get hold of if you knew the right people. Since nobody had heard the gunshots, the gunman would have used a silencer and that alone pointed to someone more organized. This was not a random hit, and probably not a retaliation from someone Duncan had put away, though uniform were checking recent releases from prisons in case there was someone after him.

      Then there was the strange fact that he had been shot in the back, through the right shoulder, and left for dead. Gangs, organized crime and experienced criminals tended to be a great deal more accurate – and thorough.

      So, the person or persons they were looking for were sloppy. The burning question was, who had wanted Duncan dead? Was it his wife? Or was it someone else entirely?

      A nurse stepped into the room and gave them both a disapproving look.

      “The rest will do him good, as would the peace and quiet. Perhaps you can wait in the waiting room until he wakes. He’s not going anywhere for a while,” she said. It was more an order than a request. Amanda and Jack both rose to leave, but a croak from Duncan stopped them all, the nurse included.

      “Try again, Duncan,” Amanda said soothingly, avoiding the nurse’s warning look.

      “Looook a Saam. Speak ta Saaam.”

      “We’ll speak to Sam. Rochelle is here and understands. Anything else? Did you see anything?”

      “That’s enough for now,” interjected the nurse sternly. “He must rest. Please, the waiting area?”

      Obediently, Amanda and Jack decamped to the waiting room. They met Rochelle as they moved rooms and she followed them along.

      “Rick is going round now and will inform Sam. He knows what to look for. Then we’ll take it from there. Still asleep, I assume?”

      Jack explained what had gone on and Rochelle rolled her eyes impatiently.

      “I know Duncan well, and he’d be wanting us to get on with this before too much time elapses. It must be frustrating for him if he’s aware, though he is pretty sedated.”

      “Why don’t you stay here and wait? We’ll head back to the room, see where forensics are at, ask some more questions, check footage again. We’re doing no good here.”

      “That’s fine by me,” Rochelle said. “Maybe I’ll get a cup of that horrible hospital coffee before I face Nurse Ratchett again.”

      “I’d be interested in Rick’s observation when you know,” Amanda said to her.

      “So will I,” Rochelle said, narrowing her eyes. “So will I.”
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      After the call, Rick stood for a moment, thoughtful, looking at his phone. Really? Sam a suspect? Rochelle had not mentioned anything before now, but then why would she? That was between her and Duncan, and she wasn’t one to gossip. Still, if Sam was involved somehow, they needed to find out. He hoped she wasn’t.

      “I’m off out. I’ll be back shortly,” he shouted across to a colleague, who nodded. With Duncan in hospital and Rochelle down there with him, his department was a couple short. Others were out investigating cases of their own, leaving only a couple of civilian clerks to carry on with case research in their absence. He grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair and a half-filled takeaway cup of coffee from his desk and headed outside to his BMW. He swung out of the station gates in the direction of Duncan’s home, a place he’d been to many times but not like this, not to deliver news and dig at the same time.

      His automatic windscreen wipers came on as the first signs of moisture hit the windscreen, tiny wet dots the size of pinheads glistening like diamonds. Whoosh. Whoosh. The rain increased in intensity until it was pouring heavily, bouncing off the car bonnet as he drove the few miles and parked up outside Duncan and Sam’s house. The street was a dark, sodden grey, making everything look more depressing than it was on a brighter sunny day; rain had a habit of doing that. It was like Manchester was crying at its own pain. He glanced up at the front window of the house hoping she was home, not wanting to have to psych himself up again to deliver the news later.

      Sam. He hoped this was all a big mistake. What motive had she got? What reason could she possibly have to want her husband, her loving Duncan, dead? And who had she organized to do the deed? Sam certainly didn’t mix in those circles. Maybe he didn’t know Sam at all. And maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t even involved. Maybe this whole thing was the product of an overactive imagination on Rochelle’s part. But a sudden and unexplained change in behaviour was not something to take lightly, he knew. It was a well-known ‘tell’ that something was adrift; a well-known FBI profiler had figured it out some years ago, and it was now taught as part of advanced police training. He wondered about motive again. Maybe the change was to do with something else?

      There was movement at the window, a curtain then a face, briefly.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he said, and lifted his jacket up over his head before stepping out into the pelting rain. He dashed up the front path and knocked, grateful there was an overhang to shelter him. He ruffled his hair back into shape and put a weak smile on his face ready to greet her. The door opened, and Sam stood there, a smile on her own face, looking as normal as ever.

      “Hi, Rick. Come on in out of the rain,” she said cheerily.

      He was noting everything she said, every miniscule movement she made, and adding it to the imaginary notepad in his head.

      “Thanks. It wasn’t even raining when I set off.”

      “Want a cuppa? I’m just making one.”

      “Please, thanks.” Why hasn’t she asked immediately why I’m here? he wondered. I’ve never been here without Rick unless I’m picking him up. He added this to his mental checklist.

      He followed her through to the kitchen. The place looked spic and span; nothing, it seemed, was out of place. He watched from behind as she put tea bags in two mugs and reached for a packet of biscuits. Still no question as to the reason for his visit. Finally, the tea was ready and they sat down at the kitchen table. Rain pelted the window outside. The wind had picked up, adding to a wild day.

      Finally, she asked.

      “So, to what do I owe this unexpected visit? Duncan is down in Kent somewhere.”

      He watched her sip her tea, looking over the rim of the mug at him. “Well, that’s why I’m here Sam. I have some news. There’s no easy way to tell you, but I’m afraid Duncan has been shot and is in hospital in Croydon.”

      He waited, handing the floor over to Sam to make the performance of her life. And make it convincing – to them both.

      “What?! How bad is he?” she asked, shocked. Her mouth hung open.

      “He’s doing okay. They operated earlier this morning. He was shot in the shoulder, but he was lying on his hand so the bullet went straight through and into his hand. He’ll need more surgery to get his hand working properly again, and he lost a lot of blood, but other than that he’s a lucky man. He’ll live.” He waited for a twitch, a tell, something at the deliberate words ‘he’ll live.’

      Sam took a deep breath in and out, which could have meant anything, but other than that, there was nothing obvious.

      “I need to see him. Let me organize the girls overnight, and I’ll grab a few things and head down.” She looked at the clock, and Duncan waited while she made some calculations before speaking.

      “They will be transferring him up to Manchester as soon as they can, but I don’t know when that will be. It’s maybe worth a call to the hospital before you dash down there.”

      “Yes – good idea.”

      She sat silently and Duncan again watched, wondering what was actually going on inside her head. Would a loving, caring wife with a husband in hospital a good four hours away really wait, or would she dash off no matter what? Noted again. He sipped his tea and took a biscuit, more for something to do in the strange atmosphere than anything else. Rick was eager to learn as much as he could, and as with any suspect (if she was one), he was prepared to let her talk and ramble on; that’s generally where they slipped up. Too much detail equalled a set-up alibi; too little was clever and cagey but didn’t necessarily mean guilty. It only meant smart.

      When Sam spoke again, it wasn’t quite what he expected to hear.

      “Right, then. Well, thanks for coming round and telling me. I really appreciate it. I’ll give them a ring and see what’s what.” She managed a smile – a weak one, but a smile nonetheless.

      Rick stood to leave, adding her last comment to his imaginary notepad along with a couple of other observations: no tears, no pain, not much shock and not a great deal of concern about seeing him any time soon. As far as Rick was concerned, there was more digging to be done before Sam was completely eliminated as a suspect. And that disappointed him immensely. She was not the woman he’d thought she was.
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      “I’m assuming that’s us done as hit men?” Clinton enquired as they both sat in Luke’s tiny room, Clinton in the chair, Luke on the bed. They’d got home in the early hours after leaving Croydon in a rush around 1 a.m. It was safe to say their little foray into being killing machines hadn’t gone so well; Luke’s bottling it at the last minute had been awkward. Clinton would never have been able to take over if Luke hadn’t found his balls in time before the target had woken up; thankfully the strength had found him somehow.

      Or the stupidity. Or the sheer dumb luck, depending on your view.

      As it was, they were forced to dissect what had gone wrong and how it might affect them from today onwards. And was the guy even dead? Clinton seemed to think so, Luke thought; otherwise he wouldn’t be talking like he was. Luke had not yet voiced that concern. He sat silent, listening as Clinton went over the details.

      “There shouldn’t be any footage of us. There weren’t any cameras in the corridor – of that I’m sure – and we both kept our heads well down, hoodies up, so there’d have been nothing to be seen even if there had been a camera. It would simply show two figures, hoods up, caps on, heads down. No one saw us enter or leave or nick the master key card.

      “And the beauty of a hotel such as that one is the transient clientele, passing through for a night on business,” Clinton went on. “They’ll all have gone back to where they spend their days and nights now, no one the wiser. I bet most of them spend the evening catching up on work, have a drink or two then watch a porn movie before an early night.”

      Luke marvelled at how calm and reconciled he sounded and wished he felt the same. He wished he knew whether their target was still alive or not. He sat quietly on the bed, giving the odd grunt to show he was listening and agreeing. There was no point mentioning his concern until he knew for sure.

      The guy’s body must have been discovered by now, though surely? A quick look online hadn’t returned any reports of either. Gunshot wounds would be newsworthy either way, Luke knew, so he could only take from that the body – if there was one – was still to be discovered.

      He looked at his bedside clock. It was just coming up to noon, which meant housekeeping would find the guy any minute if someone else hadn’t in the last hour or so. Word would soon be out – and he hoped it was the right word.

      He rubbed his eyes with the heels of both hands and tried to clear his head, to push the stress out of his brain and think about something else. But how could he when he had no clue what the problem was going to be? Attempted murder or murder – both held hefty sentences. The only difference was that with murder, the victim couldn’t give evidence.

      But a target who was still breathing could.

      Luke got to his feet. “I need to sleep. Why don’t we meet up again later? I can’t think straight right now.” He rubbed his eyes again and yawned dramatically, more for effect so Clinton would leave.

      “Me too. I’m wasted,” Clinton declared. “Okay, I’ll be off, then. Come round to mine later? The parents will be at bingo so we can talk uninterrupted for a couple of hours.”

      “Yeah, great. Let’s do that.”

      Luke got up to show his friend out, not that he didn’t know the way. It was manners, the thing to do. He stood watching from the front window as Clinton disappeared from view, then retrieved his laptop, went back up to the sanctuary of his room and logged back on to the website. There was a message waiting for him. A surge of dread ripped through him. He hoped it wasn’t a new enquiry; his days of being a hit for hire were over. He’d frozen when the time had come, and that had been dangerous. He couldn’t risk that happening again, and more to the point, he didn’t want the stress that went with the job, money or not. Whoever this was, he was no longer open for business.

      But wasn’t a new enquiry – it was an angry customer.

      Nausea washed over him, replacing the dread. The words were clear:

      You fucked up. He’s still alive. Get it sorted.

      Head in his hands, Luke wasn’t sure how or if to respond. He’d received the money and he wasn’t about to give it back, but he was – they were – counting on the second payment. Six thousand pounds wasn’t to be sniffed at. It was a tidy sum of money and the whole reason they’d started the damn venture. He groaned to himself, wondering what the hell he was going to do now – loose ends, an angry customer and his own lost nerve wasn’t a helpful mix. His fingers hovered over the message to hit reply, but his head was pulling him back. If he said the job would be finished, how was he going to do that exactly? If he apologized? Well, that wouldn’t likely fly in a situation like this. Or he could ignore it, keep the first payment and leave it at that – they were still £5000 to the good. There was no way the customer could find out who they were and hunt them down, just as he had no idea who the customer was. Nor had he any desire to know, so in that respect they were safe.

      His fingers still hovered. He had to do something, make a decision, and deal with it, and even if the decision was not to reply, that was still a decision. Luke’s room was deathly quiet as he sat on his bed, digging deep for his gut instinct, because in this case, that’s all he had. In a tricky business decision, Clinton would force him to go by the data, the numbers, read what they were telling him and go with that, because without data, it was merely an opinion, he’d say. Well, in the absence of data, gut opinion was all he had now.

      The answer seemed obvious now: ignore the message. And delete the site before anything could be traced to him. And on the upside, in the unlikely event that he ventured into the dark web again, he now knew how to build a shop window.

      So that’s exactly what he did. When he was satisfied the files had been deleted he sat back and sighed, pleased with his decision. With the website now gone, there was no means for any angry customer to reach him.

      He was out of the hit-for-hire business – for good.
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      Sam felt like she’d been the one shot in the chest, not Duncan, and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling. Who knew disappointment could be so painful. She’d been ready for the knock at the door, been ready for one of Duncan’s colleagues to deliver the news, but not like this, not this news. She’d practiced her reaction in the bathroom mirror, acting it out over and over again, not wanting to overdo it but still be the shocked and distraught wife, overcome with grief at news of the death of her soul mate. What she hadn’t practiced for was the news that he’d been badly injured and was still alive in Croydon. She wondered now if she’d passed the test, pulled it off after all – in the end, her shock had been real, not acted.

      Rick had only been gone five minutes and still she stood in the hallway, frozen to the spot, thinking. What happens next? she wondered. This was not going to plan so far – she should be spending the day being consoled at his death, perhaps even thinking about funeral arrangements, drinking sweet tea or sipping brandy.

      She took a deep breath in, then let it stream out slowly through her nose, like a toke of cannabis, only not as relaxing. Inside she was revving up, anger starting to boil in the pit of her stomach. What could have gone wrong? And the money! Six thousand pounds gone to waste. Well, they’d have to give her a refund, wouldn’t they?

      “Good luck with that,” said a mocking voice in her head.

      Deciding she needed a drink to settle her down, she paced rapid steps to the kitchen, flung open the freezer section of the refrigerator, and grabbed a cold bottle of vodka she kept there. Not even bothering with a glass, she unscrewed the top and tipped the bottle into her mouth, taking a couple of large gulps. The icy liquid burned the back of her throat but it felt good, numbing her from the inside in an instant. Gasping, she caught her breath again then repeated it, clear liquid escaping from both corners of her mouth as she gulped greedily, trying to anaesthetize something inside her, screwing her eyes up against the pain of the freezing cold liquid.

      When she was done, she stood motionless in the room. There was not a sound coming from anywhere or anyone, and for a moment she felt totally alone in the world. Tears sprang to her eyes without warning, her mouth contorting as she stood and sobbed, letting them flow. She heard herself wail in pain – pain that Duncan was still alive, and not because he lay injured in hospital after being shot.

      Suddenly she stopped in mid-sob as the realization struck her that there’d be an investigation, and a large-scale one at that. Everyone knew that when an officer got hurt or killed, the police would leave no stone unturned to bring the culprit to justice, send the full force of the law slamming down on them.

      And that could be her.

      She needed to think, to work out what to do next, but there was a bigger pull – the pills in the side pocket of her bag. Her head swam; the vodka she’d gulped was swimming alone in her empty stomach, making her woozy. Grimly, she fought for control of her fluid mind.

      “Sit down, Sam,” she told herself sternly, “and think. Think what to do next.” But the lovely white pills filled her vision, egging her on to take just a couple, to blot out all thoughts of Duncan, erase the memory of his face from her mind. They bobbed about tantalizingly, even when she closed her eyes to clear the vision. It was no use; she knew she’d succumb.

      She ran out into the hallway, grabbed her bag off the banister end and dived into the side pocket. She clutched a handful of pills and shoved them greedily into her mouth, not bothering to physically count them, desperate for the relief they would give her. Slowly, forcing herself to breathe evenly now, she walked back to her spot in the kitchen and filled a glass with water to wash them down properly. Yes, that was better, just knowing they were inside of her, that the soothing feeling would follow in a moment. But she needed to think; there were things she needed to do to keep herself away from any suspicion. She forced herself to think about what any other woman, a woman still in love with her husband, would do in such an instance.

      She’d call the hospital. Yes – I need to call the hospital.

      She scrambled for her phone, her hands shaking with booze and nervous energy, and Googled the hospital in Croydon. She punched the number in and asked to be put through to Duncan Riley’s room. After a few rings, a nurse answered and told her he was doing okay under the circumstances but was groggy from the painkillers. They expected to move him to a ward later today, she said, all being well.

      Sam thanked her, making sure the nurse knew she’d called, and checked the task off in her head. What next? What would she do next?

      Ring a friend, tell her the bad news. Right.

      Anika answered after a couple of beats and Sam told her the news.

      “I’m on my way – you shouldn’t be on your own,” Anika said, alarmed.

      “No, I’m okay now I’ve got over the initial shock, and I’ll have to get the girls soon. I just wanted to let you know. Stay where you are, but thanks.”

      The last thing she wanted was Anika being a well-intentioned friend when there were things to be done – like get in touch with the man she’d organized to do the job in the first place. She needed a refund or the job finishing, not left dangling as it was. If Duncan lived, he’d find out about the loan and expenditure for sure, and that was something she’d have to address convincingly. Being married to a detective had its drawbacks.

      Her head was beginning to feel sleepy, and Sam regretted the tablets on top of the vodka. How many had she taken anyway?

      “I need food,” she said. She walked over to the toaster and slipped a couple of slices of bread in, not because she was hungry but to soak up the alcohol. While she waited for it to toast, she opened her laptop and found the relevant site. She posted a message for ‘him.’

      “You fucked up. He’s still alive. Get it sorted.”

      She hoped he’d see it soon and respond; she’d log on again in an hour or so. She wondered how he’d play it, what he’d do to make their contract right. All she could do now was wait until it was time to get the girls, then explain to them what had happened.

      Tomorrow, she’d drive down to Croydon and play the dutiful wife – she’d better be convincing.

      Thoughts of the Cornish coast were slipping away . . .
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      Back at the hotel and scene of the crime, Amanda was talking to the doctor on call, Faye Mitchell. She’d worked with Croydon for more than five years and was one of the best in the business. Never one to speculate before she had the facts to deal with, she often found herself at odds with detectives who wanted to get on with the job of detecting. But Dr. Mitchell could never be swayed – ever. Amanda stood waiting patiently in the doorway of the room Duncan had stayed in overnight, watching the last of the technicians finish their job. Faye raised her head and gave a brief smile, knowing what Amanda was thinking.

      “All in good time,” she quipped. A moment later, she stood from the spot on the floor where Duncan had fallen before being shot through the back of his shoulder.

      “Two bullets: one in the bed, one in the carpet. But you already know that. From point-blank range, too. He was damn lucky there wasn’t more damage to him than what he has. Any ideas your side who may have wanted him dead?”

      Amanda stepped further into the room. “We may have a rather loose person of interest, and if it pans out, it would be a sad state of affairs, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh? That sounds ominous.”

      “It is. It’s also a bit left field, not what we normally come across in cases involving a shooting. We’re more used to gang-related hits. I’ll tell you more when we know more. We’ve only an inkling to go on, nothing concrete, so the more you can add to that, the better.” Changing the subject slightly, she asked, “Any DNA or fingerprints from the shooter?”

      “There’s plenty – it’s a hotel room, after all – but from the shooter I couldn’t say yet.” Faye looked at the bed cover and added, “God only knows what and whose will be on that.”

      The thought rolled Amanda’s empty stomach. “I’d hate to be the one to work the bathroom plughole contents.”

      Dr. Mitchell went on. “The tough bit will be eliminating those with legitimate reasons to have been in here in the recent past. The hotel has a transient clientele, as you’d expect. They could live anywhere and everywhere, but that’s over to you and yours. It seems the hotel’s cleaning team aren’t that thorough, given the amount we’ve recovered to work with so far. Let’s see whose fingerprints are on file, eh? A print is only good when it can be matched.”

      Amanda rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” she thought. Mitchell was renowned for remarks like this.

      “Any usable camera footage?” the doctor asked her.

      “Yes, but not much use. Two figures, presumably male from their stature, were seen leaving the back exit and headed off down the street on foot, not in any hurry. Dressed in what look like jeans and hoodies pulled up tight, but it was a cold, damp night. Could be coincidence, since it was around the right time, or they could have been visiting someone. Either way, they went down a side street. Jack and a couple of uniforms are talking to the neighbours down there, but it was the dead of night. Most of them were probably in bed. So we’re hoping you have better luck finding something for us to work with.”

      “No pressure, then?” Dr. Mitchell smiled wryly. “And how’s our man Duncan?”

      “Stable now, still groggy from the anaesthetic and painkillers, but we’ll talk to him again later when he’s a bit more compos mentis.” Amanda looked at her watch. “Right, well, I’ll leave you to finish off. Call me as soon as you hear something I can use.”

      “Of course. You’ll be the first to know.”

      As Amanda left the building, heading towards her car, her phone rang. It was Rick.

      Amanda went straight to the point. “How’d she do?” There was no point dressing it up.

      “Mixed, I’d say. Put it this way: she didn’t seem in any hurry to get to him, but then there are the two little girls to think of.”

      Amanda grunted, not entirely convinced. There were ways to have the girls taken care of if she had wanted to dash off.

      “She put on a pretty good act if it was one,” Rick went on, “but I saw a couple of holes. I’ve arranged to get her phone and bank account records, the usual, see if anything pops up. I’m also owed a favour up here. I’ll see what the word on the street is for a possible hit.”

      “Someone with a grudge?”

      “There’s always someone with a grudge when it’s an officer, isn’t there? One of the lads is checking recent releases, but I’m not aware of anyone from that side of things. Any news on transferring him up here? It would be great to see him.”

      “Not that I’m aware of, but I’ll see Rochelle shortly. His groggy state will be wearing off soon. She’s with him now.”

      “Good. At least a friendly face will be there for when he wakes up properly, eh?”

      “Let’s hope he can tell us a bit more than he’s managed so far.”

      They said their speak laters and hung up, promising to do just that.

      

      Two hours later, Rick was at his desk when the first of Sam and Duncan’s account details hit his desk. He surfed through her mobile phone bill, followed by the house landline bill. There wasn’t much on either, nothing to use his highlighter pen on so far. Calls and texts to a regular number that turned out to be registered to someone named Anika, a friend of Sam’s, he assumed. He called it to confirm and then hung up before she asked any questions. If Sam did have something to do with Duncan’s attempted murder, he didn’t want her friend forewarning her of her involvement in the investigation. There was also a text sent at 9.32 p.m. the previous night from Sam to Duncan’s phone, a number Rick knew well. He had looked at Duncan’s phone and had read the loving message from Sam saying goodnight. He asked a colleague to see where exactly the phone had been when that text was sent. Other than that, there was nothing noteworthy.

      He turned his attention to the bank statements for the last six months. There were the usual deposits and store transactions, but he did note a pattern of regular £100 and £200 withdrawals from cash machines, and not the same one each time. Most people used their bank cards these days, didn’t they? Weren’t they all becoming a cashless society? Maybe she liked to use cash when shopping, unless she was using it for something else. Still, it was to be noted as somewhat unusual.

      He turned to the last page.

      “Hello, hello,” he said to himself.

      There in black and white was a transfer of £20,000 into Sam and Duncan’s joint savings account. And that was closely followed by the sum of £6000 leaving it. Rick was not aware of the couple having planned any home improvements or nice holidays. His heart slumped.

      “Oh dear, Sam. What have you been up to?”
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      It was around 4 p.m. when Duncan’s throat worked a little better and he was finally able to put a coherent sentence together. Though he was still hoarse, he was sounding remarkably better than when he’d first come to and was glad to see a friendly and welcoming face as he struggled with one hand to sit himself up in bed a little more.

      Rochelle was by his side as his eyes fluttered open

      “Here, let me give you a hand,” she said brightly, rearranging his pillows behind his head. “Welcome again to the land of the living. How are you feeling now? You’ve been asleep for ages.”

      “Sorry to have kept you.” Duncan smiled as he slumped back heavily into the softness of them. “And quit the hand jokes, please.”

      Rochelle smiled and offered him a glass of water with a straw. He sucked greedily on the end, draining the glass again.

      “Feel up to some questions, then?” It wasn’t a question that warranted a ‘no,’ no matter how he was feeling. She needed to push for some answers before more time elapsed and evidence evaporated. Duncan knew the drill. She dived straight in.

      “Let’s start with what you know, then we’ll move on to theory, okay?”

      He nodded his approval, saving his voice for real sentences.

      “From the top, then. Let’s hear it.”

      And so Duncan recited all he could remember about travelling down, checking in, Amanda and Jack picking him up, being ill and getting into bed back at the hotel. There were some blurry bits about the night, how ill he’d been and the visions he’d had, which had made it difficult to decipher what had been real and what was a figment of his imagination.

      Intrigued, Rochelle probed about the visions.

      “I’m sure I heard hushed voices at one stage,” he said, struggling to think. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have rolled off the bed and thrown myself on the floor, would I?”

      Rochelle narrowed her eyes. It was a good question. “That roll could well have saved your life because that’s where the first shot was found. The bullet lodged in the mattress over to the right side of the bed. If the intruders had been over you and aiming for your heart, we wouldn’t be talking now.”

      It was a sobering thought for them both. In the gap in conversation, there was a gentle knock on the door. Amanda walked in.

      “Welcome back!” said Amanda. Duncan rolled his eyes and, croaking, said, “if anyone else says that I swear I’m going to slap them.”

      Amanda turned to Rochelle and said, “Nothing wrong with his sense of humour, then.” Both women smiled at each other.

      Rochelle filled her in from the notes she’d scribbled on her pad, and Amanda made her own notes as Rochelle spoke. Even though it was Amanda’s investigation, Rochelle was a close colleague of Duncan’s and she knew she needed to tread respectfully here.

      “So can you remember what the voices said?” Amanda asked Duncan now.

      “It sounds almost comical now, lying here, but I’m sure one said he couldn’t do it, and the other person told him he had to. They were definitely both male voices – if they were there at all. But like I said, why else would I have rolled?

      “What did the other voice say?”

      “Told him to get on with it. Then I rolled and got shot. I couldn’t do much else, so I pretended I was dead. I don’t remember anyone touching me, though I might have blacked out. Then I got to my phone and called it in. It was so dark and like I say, I wasn’t well. Migraine or something nasty.”

      Both women scribbled in their notebooks for a moment, and then Rochelle broached the subject of what he’d said on first coming to.

      “Do you remember what you said earlier, about Sam?”

      Duncan stayed silent for a couple of beats, considering.

      “Maybe I had that wrong,” he said at length. “She wouldn’t do something like this, and she’d have no idea how to find someone either. It’s not her. Sam loves me and the kids. Where is she, anyway? On her way down?”

      The two women looked at one another and Rochelle took the question.

      “Rick told her this morning, but with the kids, she may not make it down today. But they’re looking to move you to Manchester, so there may be no need for her to travel all this way.” Rochelle hoped she’d sounded positive and convincing that all was well on that front, that Sam did care.

      Changing the subject away from Sam, Duncan asked about what they had so far.

      Amanda took over. “By all accounts there’s a few prints to follow up but CCTV doesn’t hold much apart from a couple of grainy figures with hoods up. But we’re making the most of what we have, so we should know something a bit later. DC Rutherford, Jack, is talking to neighbours in the area where the figures headed off to. We’ll find whoever is responsible for this, Duncan, no stone and all that.”

      She beamed at him, but he seemed to be somewhere else as she said it, deep in thought, remembering back to events of the previous night, maybe. Rochelle looked at Amanda who shrugged her shoulders, also wondering where he’d disappeared to in his head.

      

      Would Sam have done such a thing? Could she be capable of finding a hit man to take me out? And if so, why had she? We were getting on so much better –she’d turned the corner, had sorted herself out, was taking an interest in life again. I’ve been worried about her for a time, worried for the kids, and after their adventure that day, ending up at that elderly woman’s house – a woman with a past, albeit from years ago – I’d nearly torn my hair out. I’ve never told her about that part, not letting her in on the fact the woman had done time, had been convicted for her part in a paedophile ring, not wanting to offload any more stress into her life when she was just getting it together.

      But the change in behaviour raised a flag in my mind and Rochelle had voiced her opinion about that too – the status quo was about to change, she said.

      And from where I’m sitting, it already has.

      

      He pretended to be asleep while he thought it through, not willing to give Sam up to his colleagues yet. He could be wildly off track. No, better to let them do their jobs and follow other leads, and if that didn’t pan out, he’d perhaps say something.

      But not until then.
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      Rick Black sat back in his desk chair, deep in thought. If Sam had taken a loan out and used some of it for a down payment, there could be trouble brewing – Duncan was still alive, thank God, but that left loose ends. For instance, was there a professional hit man roaming around out there with unfinished business? That could mean another attempt on Duncan’s life. Or at the very least, an angry customer – Sam.

      But if Sam was behind all this, how had she got involved so deep, and who had she got to do the necessary?

      He had to find out, and while it went against everything he stood for, he knew just the person who could help him shed some light on it.

      Wilfred Day.

      While Day wasn’t exactly on his speed dial, it wasn’t hard to get in touch with the man. He’d interviewed him many times in the past for various things. Rick looked up his contact number, dialled, and waited to be connected. He could almost hear the smile in Day’s voice when he answered.

      “And a grand afternoon it is. How may I help you, DS Black – or is it DI yet?”

      If nothing else, the man had manners. Rick smiled despite himself.

      “Not quite. I’m working on it.”

      “And I’ve no doubt that’ll be soon.”

      Duncan came to the point. “I’d like to buy you a G&T if I may, Wilfred. I could do with your help with a particular matter.”

      “How positively delightful and totally unexpected.” He sounded like a delighted aunt, not a criminal yet to be caught and prosecuted. “Of course. When would you like to partake in this little get-together?”

      “How about right now? Name the place, and I’ll meet you there – if you’re free, of course.”

      A moment ticked by, presumably while Wilfred checked his social calendar and thought of a venue.

      “Meet me at The Washhouse; you know where it is. I’ll see you there shortly, and I shall be in eager anticipation of how I might serve you, Detective Sergeant. It could be an interesting meeting.” He chuckled.

      “I’m on my way,” Rick said, and hung up before Wilfred told him to have a fantastic day. It was time for a favour to be returned. Wilfred Day owed him. Years ago, Wilfred’s twelve-year-old nephew had got himself tied up with a hit-and-run that had left a sleazy local drug dealer badly injured, and Day had persuaded Rick not to lay charges. The boy had been a decent kid at heart, though a bit of a tearaway. He shouldn’t have even known how to drive, never mind actually been driving, but living the life he had been at the time, it was no surprise. Rick knew the lad would be better off learning a life lesson from Wilfred rather than being swallowed up by the system of corrections. Mr. Day had been grateful, and today Rick was going to capitalize on that.

      Duncan pulled up near the bar, one of Manchester’s secret though legal drinking places hidden in the back of a laundromat. Moments later, he saw Day’s distinctive Bentley pull up. Day, clad in a diamond-patterned sweater, climbed out, pushed his fingers lazily through his tousled blond hair, and then set his sunglasses back on top of his head. On a cloudy Manchester afternoon, they really were obsolete but he wore them rain or shine. Rick fell into step alongside Wilfred as they headed towards the door, which immediately opened. They went inside.

      At four in the afternoon, the place was deserted, which was probably why Wilfred had chosen it. They could talk without being overheard or seen together. When they were seated in a private booth with their drinks, Rick began to speak.

      “DS Duncan Riley has been shot. He’s stable but I need to know who might want him dead. Have you heard anything?”

      Rick watched Day closely as he delivered the news. To his credit, the man actually looked shocked, which told Rick he wasn’t anywhere near it.

      “I’m not aware of anyone holding a grudge, and I’m sure you’ll have looked at those fellows he’s helped put away in the past who now have a bit of freedom again?”

      “There is one person whose activities I’m hoping you can trace,” he said.

      Day smiled wolfishly. “Ah, and so we get to the real reason you called. You want me to find out how it was organized and with whom. And I’m assuming you can’t go to your own cyber team for some reason, even though they’d throw everything they could at it since he’s one of you.”

      Rick nodded.

      Day went on. “And this is the favour you wish returned, I presume?”

      Rick nodded. He could feel himself going red in the semi-darkness of the bar and was glad it couldn’t be seen. There really was nothing more to be said. He took a sip of his drink and waited.

      “So who is he? Who do you want me to snoop on?” Day tasted his gin and reached for a bowl of spicy cereal nibbles in the middle of the table. He tipped half of the bowl into his paw-like hand and took tiny amounts out with his other paw. Rick wondered how much pain those hands had inflicted on his enemies in the past and watched the nibbles slowly disappear.

      “Come on, then – who hurt your friend? What’s his name?”

      Rick was silent for a moment. Once he’d spoken the words, there was no going back. Did he really want to do this?

      “It’s not a he, it’s a she,” he said finally.

      “Oh.” Day looked nonplussed. “I didn’t think DS Riley was the type for a side piece.” He nibbled some more snacks, smiling at his own double meaning. Then he stopped chewing as the name of Rick’s suspect dawned on him.

      “You think Mrs. Riley is behind it? Ah. Now I see why the cagey-ness. You want me to see whom she organized it with, so to speak. Am I correct? You’d like me to do some digging?”

      Rick nodded. “Can you? She has never seemed the type to move in such circles, so I’m wondering …” He let the sentence hang in the air.

      “You want me to trace her online activities. I get it. But it’s not that easy if you don’t know where to start looking. Can you get her laptop for me? And give me a list of her regular movements and the places she goes? If she’s been a buzzy little bee, she may have left me some breadcrumbs.”

      Rick ignored the mixed metaphor. “How long will it take you if I can?”

      “That depends on the trail and whether she took precautions on public Wi-Fi or not. And of course, who’s behind the operation when I get there, if anyone. Often, they shut up shop and move to another squat before the next customer comes along – helps keeps things secure. That’s why there are still so many kiddie-peddlers still walking the street. If you lot could clean that up, you would, wouldn’t you?”

      He had a point there, Rick knew. It made him think of Duncan’s two and their recent brush with Mrs. Skeen. Thank God she’d called it in before making an alternative decision.

      “I’ll get you the laptop and recent places of interest tonight. She’ll be waiting for an update so I’ll pop round and get what you need then. I need to move fast on this, though, Wilfred.”

      “I understand, my friend. Call my number later when you have what I need and we can arrange the drop-off. Now drink up, for tomorrow you’ll know who shot JR.” He threw his head back and laughed at his own joke. “Get it? Remember JR Ewing?”

      “I’ve heard the story, though I’m surprised you know it. That TV show ended before you were born, almost.” Rick wasn’t in the mood for games. He tossed the remainder of his drink back and stood to leave.

      “I’ll call you when I have what you need,” he said, then walked away, leaving Wilfred to finish the rest of the spicy nibbles alone.
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      “Still no bloody reply. What the fuck?”

      Sam was getting more and more irritated as the evening wore on. Since sending her earlier message demanding to know what was going on, she’d heard nothing back, not a whisper, and she was fast losing patience. Draining the wine glass beside her, she poured another large one from the bottle of red on the coffee table and sat back to nurse it – and think. This was not what was supposed to have happened – her sitting there wondering. No, she should be making plans for herself and the girls and arranging a funeral for their father. Instead, she was worrying about whether her tracks had been covered enough to keep her out of trouble, keep her safe.

      And keep her out of prison.

      She slammed the lid shut and plugged the laptop in to charge the battery, deciding instead to watch TV and finish the rest of her bottle before bed. Her head was buzzing from the alcohol on an empty stomach and she knew if she didn’t soak it up with something, her head would feel like someone had split it open with an axe the following morning. Padding into the kitchen, she turned on the oven, unwrapped a readymade pizza from the freezer, and placed it inside. There was time for a quick shower, so she headed up the stairs. Halfway up, she heard a knock at the front door and, mumbling to herself that it was a bit late for visitors, she went to answer it.

      It was Rick again.

      “I was passing by and thought I’d see how you and the girls were doing.”

      His smile was bright, and he was unapologetic for the hour. He picked up on her disapproval. “I’ll only stay a minute.”

      She opened the door wide and let him through.

      “I was headed for the shower, actually, but how kind of you to drop by.”

      He noticed her forced smile and added it to his observations of her behaviour.

      “Then you go ahead. I’ll make a cuppa quickly. Would you like one?” He could smell wine on her breath but asked anyway, and he was already on his way through to the kitchen.

      “No, thanks,” she called after him, annoyed at his intrusion but not wanting to say so.

      “You carry on. I’ll make myself at home,” he called.

      Still annoyed, she carried on with her plan. It wasn’t long before Rick could hear the shower running overhead as he stood in the little kitchen. He hadn’t got long to act. He quickly moved back to the living room and scanned the surfaces looking for her laptop, then noticed it plugged in by the window. It was there for the taking. But would it be too obvious – him turning up and her laptop vanishing? Surely, she’d know he was investigating her, and that wasn’t what he wanted – not yet. But it was tempting. The sooner he got it to Wilfred, the better.

      He thought of Duncan lying alone in his hospital bed, an officer stationed on his door as a precaution, and suddenly he didn’t give a rat’s ass about whether he showed Sam his hand so soon or not. If she had set someone up to kill Duncan, Rick wanted to know about it now so he could do something about it. And he needed more evidence.

      His phone rang, but he let it go to voicemail then called upstairs to Sam. Whether she heard him or not didn’t matter.

      “Sorry, got to go. Duty calls,” he shouted, then quickly grabbed the laptop and cable and stuffed them inside his jacket. Out on the front step, he gently closed the door behind him and slipped down the path towards his car. He chanced a glance at the front bedroom window before driving off. The light was off. He assumed Sam was still in the bathroom.

      

      Sam watched from behind a crack in the bedroom curtain, her hair wet and dripping onto her bare shoulders. What had he wanted so late? she wondered. Regardless, she was pleased to see him leave so early: there would be no awkward questions about Duncan, questions she might have tripped herself up on. The investigation would already be in full swing, she knew, with all possible resources engaged to find the attempted cop killer. Law enforcement stuck together, protecting one another, and Manchester was no different.

      The smell of pizza cooking returned her thoughts to herself, and she quickly towel-dried her hair and slipped into her robe. The tension of his surprise visit was making her nerves jangle and she knew she needed something to soothe them. Wine alone was clearly not strong enough for the task. Tomorrow, she had to show her face at Duncan’s bedside as the dutiful, loving and distraught wife, and that meant an early start getting the girls to Anika’s – she would take them to school for her. The rest of the day? Well, driving down would be as boring as hell but it would give her time to rehearse her act. Convincing was going to be her new middle name.

      Back downstairs, she found her bag and the rest of the bottle of wine and swilled down a couple of pills before starting on the pizza. It wasn’t long before the potent concoction in her stomach started to take effect and a pleasantly drowsy state enveloped her as she dropped off in front of the TV. A couple of hours later, she groggily climbed the stairs and finally crawled into her bed.

      

      Rick called the number he’d rung earlier and told Wilfred he had the laptop. A drop-off point was agreed to, and Rick thanked him again for helping him out with a delicate situation. Wilfred assured him that it had been no problem, that it was nice to be working with him instead of against him for a change. He’d take a look a little later and fill him in first thing. Rick detected the boyish excitement mixed with amusement in the man’s voice but said nothing. They’d speak in the morning.

      Rick hoped with all his heart he was wrong about Sam. A spouse organizing their partner’s demise wouldn’t do much for anyone’s relationship. How do you move forward from there?
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      As Rick handed the laptop over, he said, “It would be great if you could return it before the morning so she doesn’t suspect anything.”

      Anyone would think Rick had never dealt with Wilfred Day before; he was as nervous as a kitten in his company, but that was more likely the subject matter – a woman he knew, his partner’s wife. He wasn’t enjoying what he was doing.

      “Not a problem. For speed, jot the address down and consider it done. She’ll be none the wiser by morning.”

      Rick looked at Wilfred squarely and said, “I’m not stupid. I’m sure you can remember it.”

      Wilfred gave him a mock hurt look as Rick recited the address to him, storing it in one of his deep memory banks, no doubt. Rick hoped he went to the right address – not that Wilfred himself would be going, of course. Most likely he’d send a minion. Wilfred Day kept out of trouble himself; that was part of the problem, and the reason he was still operating like he was.

      “Let’s hope there’s a trail of breadcrumbs for you to follow, eh?” said Rick.

      “Most novices leave a trail. I’ll be more surprised if there isn’t one.”

      And that was the end of their conversation. Wilfred slipped back into the driver’s seat of the ostentatious Bentley and waved like the Queen Mother as he pulled away.

      Rick stood uneasily, watching him go. “This better bloody work,” he said to the cold night. Not a star nor a sliver of moon was visible; there was just the hazy amber glow of the city lights above Manchester. Rick got back in his own car and headed home. It had been a long and stressful day, and he knew there were probably more to come.

      

      It didn’t take Wilfred long to get back to his place and start working on Sam’s computer. Breaking in without her password was a stumbling block that took him mere seconds to overcome. He rubbed his giant hands together in glee like a child about to tuck into a banana split all to himself.

      “Let’s see what you’ve been up to, then, Sam. Are you a clever girl or a buffoon?”

      It didn’t take him long to find the first of the breadcrumbs as he worked, shaking his blond head occasionally at her mistakes. At least she’d had the good sense to use a Tor browser, but she hadn’t the knowledge to use a secure connection. It seemed the public Wi-Fi in the café she frequented could have been the start of her downfall. From there, it was easy enough for a talented hacker such as himself to find out what she’d been up to and, as he was beginning to discover, it wasn’t pretty.

      The site she’d contacted for the job had since been removed, but again, that wasn’t a problem to a man with his particular talents. Deleted files still left a footprint, one that he could follow, but he’d do that later. Right now, he concentrated on loading the cloning software so he could watch any further keystrokes she made from the privacy of his own system. He sniggered as he thought of privacy – privacy was on life support, almost like the man he was trying to help, in his own roundabout kind of way.

      It wasn’t long before he’d done what he needed but for good measure, he decided to check her regular web browsing history.

      “Well, well, well, Sam, what have we here? I can only imagine what you’ve been buying from such places.” He took a closer look and then sat back thoughtfully, tapping his fingers as he considered his findings. Depending on what DS Rick Black had in mind when he reported back, Wilfred could make use of this information to solve the problem of a naughty spouse. She’d never make the same mistake again, that was for sure.

      He checked his watch. It was getting close to midnight. No matter – she’d be fast asleep now, tucked up in the marital bed more than likely. He turned his attention to the deleted files and the trail they’d left. Novices really should be more careful when dealing in areas they don’t know much about, he mused. A few more keystrokes and he had another set of information he could use later on if it suited.

      He’d been the top man in his field for more years than he could remember, and while his competition still chose to beat and maim their victims in order to collect on debts or ensure loyalty, Wilfred had always found his methods less invasive and just as successful. Fingers didn’t get pointed, blame wasn’t apportioned and snitches didn’t benefit to their own end, and that was because he held the knowhow. He, Wilfred Day, was the talent, the untraceable hacker who could hit his enemies where it hurt the most.

      He turned back to Sam’s laptop. Now he had two lots of intelligence to work with that would prove valuable in both the short and long runs. But now, he had to get the druggie’s laptop back to her lounge before she suspected anything was amiss. He called the relevant number and recited the address. By the time she awoke, her laptop would be plugged in again, sitting right where she’d left it – with a little added invisible software on board for good measure. He’d report back to DS Black in the morning, and then it was down to him to decide how to handle it.
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      Rick was finishing his first coffee of the day and eating a slice of toast when his phone vibrated on silent. It was still early, just gone 6 a.m.

      “Morning.” He wasn’t happy about associating with the very man he’d tried so many times to put away, but right now Rick needed the shortcut – and quickly.

      “I hear today will be a beautiful day. What do you have planned, DS Black?” Wilfred sounded like he’d already been up for a couple of hours. Rick ignored his joviality and got straight to the point.

      “What did you find?”

      “Ah, patience, my dear man. All will be explained in due course.”

      Rick groaned inwardly but waited dutifully for Wilfred to say more

      “First I have a question for you.”

      “And what’s that?” Patience, patience.

      “Since you can’t use my evidence in court, how are you planning to handle this situation?”

      Rick really didn’t want to explain his plan to anyone until he’d spoken to Duncan, so he tried to evade the question. “I’m not entirely sure yet, so let me worry about that. What did you find out? Is she involved?”

      “That she is, I’m afraid. As I’ve said before and will say again now, novices shouldn’t dabble in this type of thing. It took me a handful of minutes to figure out what she’d been up to.”

      Rick groaned audibly now.

      Wilfred went on. “Tell me, do you like this woman, or, more to the point, does DS Riley like his wife? Are they close?”

      “She’s not my favourite woman in the world but then I’m not married to her. I can’t speak for Duncan, though I expect he’ll be pretty pissed off when I tell him. Why?”

      Wilfred ignored his question. “Will you arrest her? Do you have any evidence other than what I’ve found?”

      “Not enough, I’m afraid.” He sounded defeated to his own ears. What a sorry state to be in, and even more so for Duncan to be in. Rick could sense there was more to come. There was.

      “Did you know of her habit?” Wilfred said. “Her predilection for pills, of the codeine variety? She likes to shop online, I expect to balance buying from the local chemists. That way she can always have a stash on hand, as it were.”

      “No, I didn’t know that,” Rick said wearily. “But that would explain a few things.” He paused for a moment, then said, “Thanks, Wilfred. I think we’re about square.”

      “Glad I could be of assistance. Let me know how it turns out. And have a fantastic day…” He gave a familiar chuckle.

      They rang off, and Rick sat frozen in place, his head whirling with thoughts about what to do next and how to tell Duncan. He wasn’t looking forward to the day ahead.

      

      In truth, Wilfred Day hadn’t yet been to bed since his discovery. One thing he’d learned early on in his career was that there was something to salvage from every situation, no matter how bad it seemed on the surface. Last night’s discovery of Sam’s activities, coupled with who she’d been involved with, had given him an idea, an idea that could be beneficial on several fronts. Once he’d found out who had been behind the hit, he’d spent time doing some homework, and it had paid off.

      He liked both DS Black and DS Riley. He’d always found them easy to deal with on the few occasions he’d been interviewed officially, and he saw them both out and about regularly. He looked at the address he had jotted down, along with a man’s name. A drive-by later was in order, but for now, it was time to get some sleep.

      He had a busy day ahead of him.

      

      Sam was almost ready to go. Anika had collected the girls and taken them both to school on her behalf, allowing her an early start down south – a journey she wasn’t looking forward to and a visit she was looking forward to even less.

      But there was no choice if she was to keep suspicion at bay.

      Inside Sam was fuming; not only had there been no reply to her message, but the website had since vanished and with no clue how else to contact ‘him’, it seemed that was the end of that. What a waste of £6000. And with Duncan still alive, she knew she’d have some explaining to do about the transaction in the first place. Could she be planning a surprise vacation for them? Could that be her excuse? It might work; after all, why would someone suspect her of being behind the shooting. She was simply an ordinary, loving housewife. As she made her way out to her car, the sun was climbing the Manchester sky slowly, but would the day stay so bright?

      She hoped so.
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      Amanda and Jack were back at the station, rehashing what they knew over coffee. Mrs. Stewart had put two slices of chocolate cake into another plastic tub for Jack, and Amanda was halfway through her piece, dark brown crumbs resting in her lap. Jack hadn’t yet passed comment, but who was he to talk about messy eating? She’d thought about banning him from eating sandwiches with mayonnaise in them, since it meant a greasy stain on his shirt every time. Still, he had someone to wash them now, she mused.

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit odd we have virtually nothing to work with?” Amanda asked him, looking thoughtful as she ate.

      “It’s not that uncommon, Lacey. There are any number of unsolved cases that never get solved. We can only follow the evidence.”

      He was right, of course, but it did nothing to ease her agitation. “I’ll call Rick. He may have some news. And maybe as time goes on, Duncan’s account of what happened will clarify. It didn’t help him being so ill, either. Also, we never did talk about the food van drugs. Maybe Rick can help with that now, too.”

      “I wonder what caused him to be so ill. Can a migraine really do that to a person, and so violently?” Jack licked his fingers clean of chocolate cream filling then wiped his hands down his trousers. Amanda glared at him disapprovingly.

      “What?”

      She stared pointedly at the napkin dispenser on the table before going on. “From my experience, severe headache, visual disturbances and vomiting are part of it, but it sounds like Duncan had severe hallucinations at the same time, and I’ve not heard of that before. I’ll double check with the doc; she’ll know for sure.” Thinking again, she asked, “Did she do a tox screen?”

      “Doubt it. He’s not dead, so there’d be no reason to do one. Why? Do you think he ingested something to cause the hallucinations? He didn’t eat anything at the restaurant.”

      “No, I know that, but the ferocity of the hallucinations he mentioned seems extreme. Worth checking if it’s not too late. Right,” she said, standing. The coffee break was over. “I’ll call the doc and ask her to do a tox screen, and you check in with Rick. Then we’ll head over and see how our man is this morning. I believe his wife is coming down.”

      Jack’s antennae pricked up. “That should be interesting to see. Can’t we plant a camera and mic and watch remotely?”

      Amanda raised her eyebrows in a ‘no.’

      “Good idea, though, don’t you think?”

      “It’s still no.”

      

      Duncan was sitting propped up in bed. Normal colour had returned to his face and he spoke with a more natural voice again, his throat having healed nicely overnight. He greeted Amanda and Jack with bright eyes and an equally bright smile as they entered. Clearly Duncan was feeling much better.

      “Looks like I’ll be heading back towards home soon. Just a couple more days in hospital and I think they’ll let me go home.” He sounded chipper for someone who had had the ordeal of his life a little over 24 hours ago. “Sam called me too. She’s on her way. I could have saved her a journey.” Again, his beaming smile. Amanda couldn’t help wonder if he’d had a full change of heart about her. But given what Rick had found, and what they had yet to tell him, well, who knew how he’d react. She wasn’t looking forward to it.

      They pulled chairs up and sat down. Amanda took the lead.

      “It’s good to see you looking so much better, Duncan. You had us all worried there for a while.”

      “It seems like a distant memory now, apart from the throb in my hand. My shoulder doesn’t feel so bad in comparison. They reckon I’ll need another operation on it in a few days. Looks like I’ll be desk bound for a while.”

      “Duncan, I need to ask you a couple of sensitive questions. Regarding Sam, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “Do you remember what you said when you were first found, along the lines of ‘look at Sam’?”

      They watched as the smile vanished from Duncan’s face.

      “I wasn’t myself. I was hallucinating. Badly. God, I’ve never felt so ill as that night.”

      “I understand. But we had to check it out – run the normal account checks, telco, bank, etcetera. You understand.”

      “I’m guessing from your tone something came up.” It wasn’t a question.

      Amanda pressed on. “There was a bank transaction, a loan taken out, of twenty thousand pounds.” A flicker of surprise showed on his face. “There was also a withdrawal the following day of six thousand pounds. Would you know what those were for, by chance?”

      Duncan’s face was utterly blank now; it was clear he had no clue what the money meant.

      At that moment, the door opened and in walked Sam herself, looking for all the world like the concerned wife of any man in. As she bent over the bed and brushed his lips with hers, attempting to give him a hug without hurting him, Amanda and Jack both discreetly rolled their eyes.

      Jack mouthed, “Question her here?”

      Amanda shook her head no. “Not yet,” she mouthed back.

      They stepped tactfully out of the room and waited in the family room until Sam had finished her doting wife routine.

      Duncan would surely ask her about the money, Amanda thought. Wouldn’t he?
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      Amanda and Jack sat patiently in the waiting room, chatting waiting for Sam to finish her visit and clear off.

      Amanda’s phone buzzed. The caller ID showed DS Black. She hit answer and put the call on speakerphone.

      “Hi, Rick. You’re on speakerphone with Jack. Anything to report?”

      “Hello to you both, and yes, you could say that. It’s probably better you take me off speakerphone and relay back to Jack when we’ve finished. Let’s say it’s extremely sensitive and walls have ears.”

      Amanda and Jack exchanged a look, and Amanda clicked the speakerphone off again and put the phone to her ear.

      “Go ahead. It’s just me now. What’s up?”

      “First, don’t ask me how I know this because I called a favour in. I now need evidence to back it up, evidence that we can use in court, because what I’m about to tell you won’t fly on its own.”

      “Let’s hear it, and then we can see what we’re dealing with.”

      “Sam was behind the attempted hit. Paid six thousand as a down payment, likely another six on completion. The site she used is no longer operating. It closed up shop and moved on like many of them do. My source followed her trail easily. She left tracks, and because we were looking at an individual, the trace was easy enough to do.”

      He let that sink in and waited for her to respond.

      “So Duncan was correct to begin with,” Amanda said, “but now he’s saying she wouldn’t do such a thing. He either doesn’t want her in trouble or simply doesn’t want to believe it, eh?”

      “Could be. But it gets worse. She’s also been buying packets of painkillers both locally and online, more than the average household would use. My guess is, and it’s only a guess, she will be getting other stuff as well. Maybe losing her job hit her harder than we realized.”

      “And my guess is Duncan doesn’t know that part either.”

      “Correct, but it explains the regular cash withdrawals I found. They’ve been going back a few months. It won’t be that hard to find out exactly where she’s buying from.”

      “Well, that may be related to our news,” Amanda said thoughtfully. “We’ve asked Faye Mitchell to run a tox screen because Duncan’s hallucinations don’t add up. I’m wondering if he took something without knowing it. It makes even more sense now we know Sam arranged for his death. We should get the results later today. And speaking of Sam, she just arrived a few minutes ago.”

      “Urgh, thanks. Let’s see what the tox comes back with. We could maybe trace a positive result back to her. At least that evidence would stand up.”

      “Agreed. They’re moving him tomorrow; will you tail her from your end? At least possession would be a start, and I doubt much will happen while she’s down here.”

      “Will do. Oh, and until the results come back, don’t say anything to Duncan. I’ll do it later if need be. Buddy to buddy, as it were.”

      “Understood. He only knows about the loan, nothing more, and we’d just told him about that when Sam arrived, so I’ll keep you posted. I need to ask you something else, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Remember when we talked about Wilfred Day and our suspected food van connection? Well, Duncan was going to go through what he knew just before this all happened. So it never got discussed. Perhaps when this is all over, we can go over what we both know in a bit more detail?”

      “Absolutely. Any way I can help let me know.”

      “Great. Speak to you later.”

      Amanda rang off and then filled Jack in, though he’d already caught the gist of it. Sam Riley had balls, that was for sure. But would those same balls keep her out of trouble? That depended on how Duncan reacted to the news when Rick had a word sometime later.

      

      Rick sat with his phone in his hand, unsettled by the mention of Wilfred’s name again. He’d always thought he’d eventually get Day, that the man would trip up eventually, but now he wasn’t so sure. Without Day, how else could he have found out what Sam had planned, and about her drug problem? By hacking in as he had, Wilfred Day could well have saved Duncan’s life. Did Rick now owe Day, rather than the other way around?

      

      Later that afternoon, Dr. Faye Mitchell sent a terse text to Amanda.

      Drop by my office ASAP.

      “Grab your jacket, Jack,” Amanda yelled across to his desk, where he was busy writing up a report. “Faye has news.”

      Dr. Faye Mitchell’s office was on the other side of Croydon, which, in non-rush-hour traffic, took only twenty minutes tops. It was however, rush hour and that meant double. By the time they’d arrived and parked, there weren’t many people left in the red brick building. They hurried into her sparse second-floor office, which even on a hot sunny day gave Jack the chills. Faye seemed to like a cold working environment.

      “Come in. Sit down.” She directed them to the two chairs in front of her desk. “I thought it best to go through this in person rather than over the phone.”

      Jack and Amanda both looked at one another, excited.

      “Ever heard of solanine?” she asked.

      “Nope, can’t say I have.” This from Jack.

      “Ever remember your mum telling you that green potatoes were poisonous?”

      They nodded.

      “I thought that was an old wives’ tale,” stated Amanda. “But go on.”

      “Our boy Duncan was more than likely poisoned, intentionally if the amounts of solanine in his system are anything to go on. Many of us have small amounts of solanine in our systems simply from the foods we eat, but Duncan’s levels were over the top. I’d say given his reaction – the strength of his hallucinations, his extreme stomach upset and the lingering sore throat – he’s lucky to be with us, never mind the bullet wounds. Someone tried very hard to kill him, it seems. Well done for thinking about the hallucinations, Amanda!”

      Amanda didn’t feel like celebrating, but the result did now give them real cause to talk to Sam more formally. Assuming Sam had given it to him, of course – that was the next hurdle. She needed to get Rick to look in the rubbish bins at the house and find whatever it was she’d given him. She hoped the bins hadn’t already been collected and emptied.

      “I need to make a call quickly,” she announced, and stepped outside to speak to Rick. He listened closely and said he’d get on to it, but first he wanted to give Duncan a call since he was now more coherent. Perhaps a casual conversation would tell them what food they were looking for.

      “Is Sam still there?” Amanda asked him.

      “I don’t think so. She said she had to get back for the girls.”

      Sitting back in her chair, Amanda felt excited and deflated at the same time.

      What sort of woman would go to such extremes to get rid of her husband?
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      Rick didn’t waste any time getting a team round to Sam’s place. He’d then headed out to the hospital to speak with Duncan again and had learned that Sam had baked some delicious little quiches for his journey down. Duncan had also told him what a change he’d seen in her recently, how lovely she’d been to him and the girls. He was lucky to have her, he said.

      Rick had been puzzled by that; he wondered if Duncan was telling the truth or just trying to convince himself of the opposite to what he had already suspected himself. Reluctantly, he decided not to question him about the bank loan; he had no wish to upset him further. It would have to wait until later.

      Sam had left just after 2 p.m., Duncan told him, so with a bit of luck she’d be home before the traffic really jammed up.

      That left Rick precious little time to get a warrant and find the offending pies.

      

      A short time later, Rick entered the Rileys’ home accompanied by two officers dressed in white coveralls. They quickly found what they were looking for – the remainder of the home baking nicely tied up in a bin liner and shoved halfway down the bin. Why she hadn’t flushed them down the toilet instead Rick had no idea. If you were planning on poisoning someone, it seemed pretty obvious to him to dispose of any further evidence, but then that’s why the prisons were filled the world over: they were filled with dumb pricks. He was, however, grateful that Sam fell into that category. Now they had real reason to question her formally. He was looking forward to hearing what she had to say on the matter. And soon.

      

      Sam saw two cars parked outside her house as she turned into her street. The girls were in the back, chattering about their day and about how they’d had donuts with Anika after school. She only half-heard them now. One of the parked cars was Rick’s; the other was a painted squad car. What the hell had happened now? And what did they want with her?

      Pulling into her drive, she instructed the two girls to stay in the car for a moment while she went inside. She climbed out and almost sprinted up the path. She yanked open the front door and . . . silence. Where were they? As she passed through the house, she spotted them through the kitchen window: they were going through her rubbish. At that precise moment, maybe he sensed she was home because Rick Black looked up and their eyes met. And held. Suddenly it dawned on Sam what they were looking for exactly – and they were in that bin. Inside, she was screaming at her own stupidity.

      Shit, she hissed – and saw Rick watching her face.

      Sam wanted to bolt but that wasn’t possible. They’d only give chase, making it worse for her in the long run. What reason would she give?

      Think, think, think!

      Sam stood stock still as Rick approached the back door, his eyes never wavering until he reached the step. Knowing the door was locked, he knocked politely and she went to let him in.

      Act normal, Sam …

      “Hello, Rick. What’s going on out there?” She hoped her smile wasn’t too false; it was the best one she could muster under the circumstances.

      “Hello, Sam. May I come in?”

      She stood back and opened the door fully, then stood aside to let him in. He stood in front of the kitchen window, looking out at nothing it seemed, and then he spoke. Slowly.

      “It looks like Duncan had been poisoned as well as shot.”

      She raised both hands to her open mouth in shock. That bit was real – how had they found out that nugget of info when they’d only just retrieved the pies?

      “Oh my God! How?”

      “Looks like something he ate that day; something was put in his food. But here’s the thing – apart from a bowl of cornflakes and a canteen meal of egg and chips, he only ate one other thing before falling ill.” He looked straight at her. “And that was your home baking – quiche, I believe.”

      She swallowed deeply. So they already suspected her. But did they know about the contract to have Duncan killed?

      Rick moved on. “Sam, are we going to find something in the rest of those pies that, for some reason, you put in the bin? Something that would have given Duncan such a serious reaction?” He paused. “Poisonous potatoes, perhaps?”

      They knew. And as soon as the pies were tested, they’d know it was her. There was no point in denying it. Sam took a seat at the table and put her head in her hands, hoping for a moment to think through the mess. As far as she knew, it was only the poisoning, nothing more. Waterworks might help.

      “Looks like I’ve been rumbled,” she said wearily. Tears welled in her eyes and she let them fall freely. “I only wanted to give him an upset stomach so he’d come home the next day and not go on the stupid course. We never see him anymore. It’s all work, work, work with him, and when he is here, he’s not really present. I didn’t mean to do any real harm – you’ve got to believe that!” With each word she sounded more distraught, so by the end of her last sentence, she was almost shouting her innocence.

      Rick stood silently, watching Sam’s tear-stained face, which was turning pinker by the second. Had he got it wrong, then? Was this part as she said it was, and not actually an attempt on his life? But he knew about the contract, the one she herself – the woman sat in front of him, the wife of his work partner – had set rolling and paid good money for. Six thousand pounds, to be precise.

      No matter that it was illegally obtained evidence. He couldn’t let that go.
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      They’d finally left her in peace. But had Sam been convincing enough? Would her spur-of-the-moment story fly? She mentally slapped herself for being so careless with the remaining pies. Why the hell hadn’t she dumped them away from the house, in a public rubbish bin for the rats to feast on? But it was done and dusted now: they had the hard evidence in their bag and she’d had to admit as much as she’d sat there in the kitchen with Rick.

      The big question now was, what would happen next? With Duncan in hospital for another day or two, there was precious little time to cover her tracks if they did look at her any further. The money was an issue, though, and one she knew they’d easily find out about, though she figured the crypto transfer aspect would be safe. Once she had a plausible explanation for the loan and the missing £6000, there was nothing else to tie her to his attempted murder. No, she’d been tucked up in bed when he’d been shot. The text she’d sent shortly beforehand would prove her phone had been used near to or inside their house. And her car wouldn’t be on a CCTV motorway camera anywhere because she hadn’t stepped out the door. No, she had been safely at home and safely out of trouble.

      But the £6000 irked her, and the fact that she’d had no reply and no means of contacting ‘him’ irked her even more. She pulled her laptop close and began to search; maybe he had another site, another shop – though how she’d know if another was his, she had no clue. It was worth a try, though. The money needed returning and soon.

      

      From the privacy of his knocked-through house, a G&T by his side, Wilfred Day followed her keystrokes as she did her best to search. He watched as she scrolled through other hit-for-hire sites, clicking, backing out, clicking the next one, backing out again. He raised an eyebrow. Good lord – was she actually searching for another hit man, someone to finish the job off properly?

      “Feisty little minx, aren’t you, Mrs. Riley?” He picked his phone up and dialled.

      

      Rick stared at his phone as it vibrated. The screen said Will D, his own code for Wilfred Day in case someone was looking over his shoulder. He clicked accept.

      “Thought you should know, she seems to be searching again, looking for another hit. It’s over to you,” Day told him.

      “Thanks. I’ll get a uniform on his door,” Rick said wearily. After all this, was she actually stupid enough to come back for a second kick at the can? He made the first phone call, and then sat back, shaking his head. That settled it; Rick had no choice but to tell Duncan what was going on. What happened then would be up to him.

      It wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to.

      

      The following morning, after she’d dropped the girls at school, Sam took a detour home – first to a chemist on the outskirts of town for some everyday help, then over to Beswick to visit the tea lady. With everything that had gone on in the last 24 hours – the finding of the poisoned pies, her own lame story to Rick, and her growing anguish over the £6000 and her vanished ‘employee’ – a few Paramol were not going to do the trick today. No, Sam needed something far stronger, and the £200 in her purse was going to provide it for her. With no one in the house all day but her, she’d spend the rest of the day looking after herself for a change and not worrying about anyone else. Some people drank, some spent money they didn’t have. What Sam chose for her stress relief was no different, really, she told herself huffily.

      It took an age to get to the house; the traffic was backed up on the A57, adding to her nervous, irritable mood. But finally, she parked up outside the grubby little house and almost wept with relief. There was no one else about, no smartly dressed woman with a racy red Mini parked nearby, no one to bother her while she made her purchase. In her agitation, Sam didn’t bother pulling a cap over her hair – which really, needed a wash, come to that – before getting out the car and approaching the door.

      It opened just before she knocked. The woman must have seen her approaching on a security screen – either that, or someone had notified her of Sam’s arrival. She slipped gratefully inside. The woman looked the same as she had on Sam’s last visit – four inches of dark roots, the same fitted black pants and pretty blue blouse with little flowers on it, the same clinking gold bangles.

      “What kind of tea would you like?”

      “Something nice and strong, please.”

      Sam felt her pupils dilate in anticipation as the lovely little balsa-wood tea box came out. She watched as her hostess removed the top layer and exposed the variety of little bags underneath.

      “How strong would you like it?”

      The woman allowed Sam to scan the contents and select two bags. They were £80 apiece, Sam knew. Thinking of the £200 burning a hole in her purse, she tried her luck for a discount and picked up another bag, making it three in total. The woman raised her eyebrows and held her hand out, reminding Sam to show her the money. Sam met her eyes and held out the four crisp £50 notes. The woman paused for a moment and then, nodding her silent agreement to the discount, quickly pocketed the money. She closed the tea box and put it safely back in the cupboard as Sam slipped her purchase into the side pocket of her bag.

      The transaction was over as quickly as it had begun, and Sam stood up to leave. There were no thanks today. Sam’s mind was preoccupied with bigger problems than the possibility of someone listening in to the trade going on. If she ever got caught, she knew, it would be her first offence and a slap on the wrist would cover it. If the tea lady got nicked, though, she would be in for a good deal more, and Sam couldn’t care less.

      Once back inside her car, Sam hit the accelerator harder than was necessary and spun out of the quiet cul-de-sac like her life depended on it, headed back to the quiet sanctuary and safety of her home. She resisted the urge to swallow a tablet on the way, fighting it hard like an alcoholic fighting a beer stood in front of him. She could almost feel herself drool at the thought of the relief ahead.

      When she hit the return traffic on the motorway, her resistance crumbled. She had no strength left. Figuring there was no point in delaying the inevitable, she reached across to the passenger seat and fiddled around the inside pocket of her bag until she felt what she was looking for. With a sigh of relief, she swallowed it dry.

      By the time she got home, the edge of her problems would be sanded clean off, as smooth as a pebble from the bottom of a riverbed.

      

      Wilfred Day traded in information. From long experience, he knew that almost all information had a value to someone, somewhere, and that meant he could leverage it for his own gain. And in the last short while, Wilfred had gained some very interesting information indeed. The tracker he’d ordered placed under Sam’s bumper when her laptop had been returned that night showed a familiar address. He’d been there himself many times, but not for the same reason Sam and most of the others dropped by. No, Wilfred really did stop in for tea, and to catch up with one of his most valued employees, one he’d set up in business after he’d helped her out of a sticky situation with her violent ex-husband. He chuckled to himself as he realized the similarity between the two women: they had both wanted their husbands out of their lives, though for rather different reasons.
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      By the time she was putting the key in the door, Sam could barely see straight. How the hell she’d managed to drive back unscathed she had no clue, but how long would the gods, or the angels, or whatever they were, look out for her from this point forward? Throwing herself on to the couch, she kicked off her boots and lay face down without moving for a good five minutes, thinking, a little drool leaking from her open mouth onto the cushion. There were no cares in her world when there was oxy floating around her system, and the feeling of utter lethargy was divine.

      The sound of her phone ringing shattered the quiet of the empty house and forced her back into a hazy semblance of reality. It was Rick.

      “Yeah?” Even that one word was a struggle.

      “Sam, are you okay? Only you sound half asleep.”

      “Yeah, a bit under the weather. Taking a nap.”

      “Oh, okay. I won’t keep you. But I thought you should know they aren’t transferring Duncan to hospital up here any longer. He’s going straight home instead. They say they’ll schedule his next hand operation from hospital here. Good news, eh?”

      That got Sam’s attention. Struggling, she managed to sit up straight, head lolling on the sofa back.

      “Great news! When will that happen?”

      “Should be tomorrow if all goes to plan. I can pick him up if you like. Might be easier with the girls and school. I’m not sure yet what time it’s likely to be. Then I can drop him off at your place. Will that work for you?”

      Sam was too fuddled to think straight. Her eyelids kept falling closed as the oxy rushed through her system, trying to pull her down to oblivion.

      “Sam? Are you there?”

      “Yeah. Sounds great. Thanks, Rick,” she slurred, and pressed end.

      

      On the other end of the call, Rick stood in the station car park staring at the phone as if something was going to jump out of it. Sam had sounded so drawn out, like she was in a deep slumber. She’d told him she wasn’t feeling too good, though, so maybe that was it. She had been through quite a lot lately.

      Still, Duncan would hopefully be home the following day. Home. Rick sat up uneasily. Maybe, given the circumstances, he’d have Duncan stay at his place for a couple of days while the dust settled. He needed to have a long talk with him before he went home to Sam and the girls.

      He was still stood in the car park thinking things through when his phone buzzed. Wilfred Day again. What could the man want now? He pressed answer.

      “Another call? People will get the wrong impression about us,” he joked.

      “You’re not my type, actually, but that’s another story. I bring news to your ears.”

      “Oh?”

      “Your friend Sam likes the stronger pills too. In fact, she has just made a purchase. Can’t tell you where, but my source said three oxy tabs. Strong ones. Our young lady must be feeling stressed over something.” He gave a sing-song tone to the last word – something.

      Rick let out a loud sigh. Would Sam never cease to surprise him? A few packets of painkillers were one thing, but oxy? That was something else. He thanked Wilfred and hung up, wondering why the man had bothered to call him with that tidbit. Rick was grateful for the intelligence, of course, but if Day was working on getting a copper in his pocket, he’d have another think coming.

      My source says. . .

      Rick blinked. Had Sam inadvertently bought her drugs from one of Day’s outlets?

      Well, there was no time to find that out now. There was work to be done, and since Rochelle had been out of the office for a couple of days and Duncan was laid up in hospital, he needed to get to it.

      So that’s what he did.
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      All Sam wanted to do was sleep. But the news that Duncan could be home the following day fought for space in her head and brought her problems so much closer. Now she had not even 24 hours on her own before he’d be back in her life.

      And he’d know her secret

      He’d know she’d poisoned him, at the minimum, because Rick undoubtedly would tell him. He had searched her rubbish bin, for heaven’s sake. But would he believe her cover story about the loan, the one she’d settled on – that, as a surprise, she was planning on buying a caravan for family holidays and weekends away with the girls when he was working? And taking him and the girls away for a fantastic holiday abroad, somewhere warm, after his big case? Could she fudge it without raising more questions? It seemed plausible in her mind, but then her mind was as dull as the sky outside her window. A tear slid down her cheek and she let it roll without wiping it away.

      “I’m so tired of this, so tired of him. So tired of everything,” she moaned to herself, her voice trailing off as the tears slid untouched down her hot sticky face. Thoughts of ice creams on the Cornish coast with the girls were now gone, her happy dreams rolling away like her tears. Was she strong enough to face him if the truth came out? Could she be that woman? Did she even want to be?

      In her half-conscious state, she wondered about leaving it all behind. About taking the remaining two tablets that were hidden discreetly in the side pocket of her bag, swallowing them down with ice-cold vodka, never waking up again. The blessed relief of her wrongdoings being forgotten.

      To leave everything. Find the peace she so desperately craved.

      And that’s exactly what she did.
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      Wilfred liked it when things turned out well, especially the unplanned – because that meant fate had intervened and something was destined to be the way it was. And that’s why making this particular house call was going to be the start of something special.

      His meaty hand rapped surprisingly gently on the front door and he took a step backwards to wait. There was the sound of footsteps getting closer and then the door opened, revealing a man in his mid-twenties with brown, poodle-like hair. Luke said hello.

      “Good morning. I’m looking for Luke Montgomery.”

      His brighter-than-bright smile always put people at ease. Wilfred knew he was a likeable character, and that people found it hard not to fall under his charming spell. Luke was no exception. He smiled back.

      “I’m Luke. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, Luke, my name is Wilfred Day and I hear you’ve been looking for finance to get a food van business off the ground. Can we talk somewhere private?”

      Another flash of perfect dentistry; it did the trick.

      As the man’s words registered, Luke’s face lit up, his smile as big as Wilfred’s but a lower wattage. He stood to one side of the door and signalled for him to enter. “My parents aren’t home right now so there’s no one here. We can talk in private. Can I get you a coffee? Tea perhaps?”

      Wilfred followed him through the house and out to the back where most people’s kitchens were and helped himself to a seat at the central island. He admired the set-up.

      “Tea, thanks. One sugar.” He took a slow look around. “Nicely done,” he said casually, taking in the whole room. “Modern with a dash of antique,” he added, nodding his approval.

      Luke busied himself with the kettle and tea bags as he spoke. “My parents travel extensively. That’s why I’m house-sitting for them.”

      Wilfred let the fib lie, realizing the young man was putting up a front, not wanting to admit he was broke and living in his folks’ back bedroom. It made what he was about to offer him all the more tantalizing, and he wanted Luke to want it, not simply do it. Having skin in the game, so to speak, bred loyalty, and loyalty made good business.

      “Good for them. It’s life’s experiences that make the person, not material objects. Those are of relatively little value.”

      Luke hadn’t noticed the Bentley when he’d opened the door but knew the man sat in his kitchen wasn’t short of a bob or two. His Rolex was a giveaway, as were the perfectly capped teeth.

      “So, who do we know in common, then?” he asked the stranger. “Who put you on this doorstep?”

      Wilfred chuckled to himself, then replied, “Well, that’s the thing. I don’t think you know her at all. Actually, let me correct myself: you only know her online. She’s a woman called Sam Riley, lives around the Manchester area.”

      Luke handed him a mug of tea and joined him at the island, looking thoughtful as he tried to remember who Sam was. Maybe he and Clinton had presented their business plan to her at some point, but no. Wilfred had said online. He really couldn’t place the name.

      Wilfred could see his brain doing a search and coming up blank. As he would expect him to.

      “Can’t say I can recall,” said Luke at length, “but I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      “Well, actually, Luke, it does rather matter. It’s vitally important, actually, how you know Mrs. Riley, because she’s key to this business relationship moving forward.” His casual smile was still lighting his face up, causing no sniff of concern. But clearly Luke hadn’t the faintest idea what he was driving at. He took the opportunity to explain. “Well, allow me to explain who Mrs. Sam Riley is, and then we can talk about how I can help finance your venture.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Luke, Sam Riley is the woman who booked you and your partner to kill her husband a couple of days ago, in Croydon. You may remember that night?” Still the smile remained, and then it turned into a light laugh at the look on Luke’s face – all colour had drained from it. Instead of the happy, healthy-looking young man of a moment or two ago, he was now the colour of a Dairylea triangle. Wilfred gave him another moment to compose a reply.

      With a bit of a stutter, Luke asked, “Who are you?”

      “I’m a businessman. I’m not the cops or MI5 or any other agency you might wonder about. I’m Wilfred Day. And it’s my business to know about other people’s business. So, when I was helping an acquaintance out recently, I came across your enterprise, the one on the dark web specifically. And on that, you could have been a little more careful, I must say. If I found you so easily, others could as well if they chose.”

      Luke gulped but said nothing.

      “Still, it looks like I’m here first, and that’s a good thing for you and for me. And quite by chance – and you should believe in chance if you don’t already – you want to launch a food van business. And, since I have a fleet of my own, I can offer you advice as well as funding.”

      Luke couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “What about the website and Mrs. Riley?” he stammered. “If you’re not the authorities, what is in it for you and why are you really here?”

      “Glad you asked – and your secret is safe with me, by the way. I also notice you haven’t denied anything so far. I like that. If we’re going to be working together, trust is vital in our game.”

      “And your game is what exactly?”

      “I told you, I have a fleet of food vans, except we offer a particular product with our sandwiches that has proved extremely popular with the locals. And it’s all high-tech, all done via an app. And untraceable.” Wilfred was enjoying himself immensely, explaining how things were going to work from now on, even if Luke didn’t fully realize it yet. “So, I’m willing to fund you a small string of vans, to start with anyway, as long as you sell my product and use my technology for payment. Simple, eh?”

      He drained the rest of his tea as Luke took it all in. He’d barely touched his own. Wilfred looked at his Rolex. “Look, think it over and I’ll be in touch so we can chat more. But just so you have the alternative side of things, remember I know what you and Clinton did. And I can prove it.”

      The smile was gone now. Luke swallowed hard.

      “I’ll call you again tomorrow about this time so we can iron out any details,” Wilfred said smoothly. “And look at it this way: you get your own fleet, a dream you’ve had for some time now. And it can all become a reality, making you both rather wealthy young men.” He gave Luke’s shoulder a light slap as he stood and walked towards the front door. “I’ll let myself out. Have a fantastic day!” he called to him.

      Fantastic day, thought Luke, his heart pounding. More like unusual day.
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      “Who the hell tipped them off, then, do you reckon?” Jack asked the room.

      Blank faces stared back at him, and Amanda took the opportunity to speak up. It was better coming from her, as detective sergeant, rather than Jack. She noticed that Dupin was watching the proceedings through his office window.

      “Jack is right to be pissed, as we all are,” she explained. “It seems as soon as we figure it out, they’ve moved on. Where to, we’ve no idea, but my guess is they are still operating in some form – this gig is far too lucrative for them not to be. Our friends in Manchester warned us Wilfred Day was slippery, and the link between him and the vans here was tenuous, to say the least. But since we don’t believe in coincidence, somehow in all this he’s been tipped off. I doubt we’ll see vans distributing on our patch any more now. That doesn’t mean they won’t get caught somewhere else, but it won’t be by us. Drug squad have now taken an interest, so it would have been taken out of our hands soon enough anyway.

      “In other words, don’t be despondent about it. You all worked diligently with the case and the shooting of DS Riley, who’s back at home again now, by the way.” Amanda paused for breath. She saw that Dupin was stood behind her now, listening to her every word.

      “Would you like to add anything, sir?” She stepped aside and let him take over.

      “I think DS Lacey has covered it nicely. If Day was behind it, he’ll slip up one day, and drug squad will be ready to swoop, mark my words. But excellent work anyway. Excellent.” There was a pregnant pause as all eyes remained on Dupin, waiting for him to go on, but it became obvious he hadn’t anything else to say. Eventually, chairs and bodies turned back to their desks, and a low hum of conversation resumed.

      As they walked back to their desks, Jack looked at Amanda and gently shook his head in defeat. He hated it when a case ended on such a low. In a quiet whisper, he said, “I’d like to know who the leak was. I’m not going to forget this. If it’s someone in this room, I’ll find them. They’ll not do it again.”

      Amanda was taken aback by the vehemence in his voice and couldn’t help but wonder why. Why this case? What was so special about it or the slippery Wilfred Day? No doubt he’d tell her when he’d calmed down – she’d wait until then.

      “I hear you, Jack,” she said, then added, “Listen, why don’t we all get take-out from Wong’s tonight? You, me and Ruth. Sweet-and-sour pork balls will cheer us up, eh? I’m buying.”

      Amanda knew Jack couldn’t resist a meal from Wong’s. She smiled as he accepted the invite, though it was obvious he was still annoyed.

      “Sounds perfect,” he said. “I’ll bring a bottle. Or two.”

      “Well, if you’re bringing two, you’d better bring your toothbrush or be prepared to leave your car and taxi it home. I suspect between us we’ll easily polish them off. Come round for seven o’clock?”

      She smiled brightly, trying to lighten his mood. It must have worked. Jack smiled back.

      “Great, and I can check out your decorating standards at the same time.”

      She knew he was only joking. His idea of decorating was re-gluing loose wallpaper edges back down so that they’d be good for another ten years. She checked her watch. It was nearly time to leave for the evening anyway. She called Ruth and told her they had a guest for dinner.
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      One week later

      

      They were all in attendance. Sam’s parents, Anika, Victoria and Jasmine, and a couple of aunts and uncles alongside supporting one another as the casket was lowered into the ground. Duncan watched on with Rochelle and Rick, his two best friends in the world, beside him for support on what promised to be an exceptionally sad day.

      Rick placed his arm around his friend’s shoulder; Rochelle took his right hand in hers as the service drew to an end and handfuls of soil were sprinkled on top of the casket. Slowly the crowd dispersed, most in search of sherry and sandwiches at a nearby pub. Had either of them been paying attention, they’d have noticed the hulking blond man in the long caramel-coloured coat at the edge of the cemetery watching the proceedings and then returning to his tan Bentley and driving away as the service drew to a close.

      

      Duncan felt numb to the bone, though it wasn’t the weather making him feel so. For a change, the usually weak winter sun shone brightly high in the sky, casting a strangely summery glow across everything it touched. Duncan had barely said a word to anyone, and people had mostly let him be, figuring he was too distraught at Sam’s suicide to speak much. But he had already grieved that loss while he lay injured in hospital. What he was doing as he stood there, as others moved on, was all for show. He’d already said all he needed to say. Though Sam would never hear it.

      When talking is too painful, experts say, it often helps to write a letter to whomever is causing your anguish, but never send it. The process of putting thoughts down on paper helps to take the burden off your own shoulders, gets the thoughts and feelings out in the open and allows the healing to begin. So, before they’d closed the casket lid for the last time, Duncan had slipped the letter inside. It read:

      

      Sam,

      It was very nearly me in this casket right now.

      It pained me to find out you wanted me dead. After all these years and two wonderful children I was surprised, to say the least, but it all fits together. It was your sudden change in behaviour that raised the question initially, though in Rochelle’s mind rather than my own – I was a bit slow on the uptake.

      But here’s the thing: when I heard these two novices that night, arguing about who was going to kill me, I knew she’d been right – no self-respecting criminal would have gone with such an amateur route. But an actual amateur would. And they were almost successful, because I was incapacitated – something I suspect was your own handiwork. The thoughtfulness of the little pies escaped me at the time. I should have known it was all part of it. How silly I’ve been.

      Rick never said a word to me; still hasn’t. Knowing Rick, I guess he’s protecting my feelings because, now you’re gone, it wouldn’t do any good to bring it all up. He’s good like that, and that’s why I cherish him as a friend and work colleague as much as I do.

      You’re gone yourself now, and in a way I’m glad, because it means I don’t have to face you and what you did. How could we ever go back after that? You made it impossible.

      We won’t be meeting in an afterlife, because I’m not going where you’re already headed – a special place reserved only for you. So, the girls and I will pick up the pieces of our lives, and we’ll find happiness once again, though it will take time. Thankfully, we have plenty of that.

      Maybe you’ll be happy now. You certainly weren’t when you were here.

      Duncan.

      

      He’d poured it all out, cleansed his soul, scraped back the scales and prepared himself for life as a single father with two wonderful girls. Where he’d take them he didn’t yet know, but it would be tough to stay where they were, in the house they’d all shared together, where she’d been found. He’d never forgive her for that. The girls didn’t need to have witnessed their mother lying dead, face down on the sofa, with an empty vodka bottle beside her. Where had she got the drugs that had eventually killed her? How had he missed her having a problem? Maybe he hadn’t known her at all.

      In time the girls would get over it – they all would – but for now, he had to be there for them, support them through the years ahead and give them everything they needed, everything a single dad could muster.

      Perhaps he’d buy a caravan, move to the Cornish coast where the weather was warmer and the ice creams were plenty. Maybe that’s what she’d meant for them when she’d left the brochures and magazines nearby. A note would have been nice.

      But she hadn’t bothered, so Duncan had written his own note, which, along with the truth, was now buried with her forever.

      The day was, indeed, done.
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      To Carole. For your support, and love of Jack.
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      Sunday 19th December, 1999. Almost Christmas.

      It was going to hurt. She knew it would hurt far more than the act of giving birth itself had done, not an hour ago. But life for the little one would be so much better without her, with someone else who could take care of her, give her everything she would ever want for, a life the young woman hadn’t a chance to offer her.

      “Goodbye, little one. I’m doing this because I love you, not because I don’t want you. It’ll be better for you this way.”

      She kissed her baby’s forehead before wrapping her tightly in the swaddle she had. The infant whimpered a little. Perhaps she was trying to communicate, asking her not to go. Perhaps they could find a way to be together; it wouldn’t be that bad. But the woman knew it could never be anything else, and as tough as it was, she knew she had to stick to her decision. Inside her, two voices screamed loudly at each other, straining her chest: one urging her to leave her child, the other sobbing, pleading with her not to go through with it.

      Deep down, she knew there was no choice and, mumbling words of comfort to herself, she tried to quiet the voice begging her to stop. With the whimpering child wrapped in a towel and tucked inside her only coat, she placed the tiny bundle inside the porch of the church doorway, tucked away from the relentless biting wind and sleet that was beginning to fall. With the baby safe for now and out of harm’s way, she was sure she would be secure for the night. Someone would surely open the church door in the morning and take her in. The child’s life from that moment on would be so much better than the alternative. She shivered and hugged her arms. She knew she would be cold without her coat, but the little one needed it more. It was the least she could do, her last solo act of kindness for her daughter before she walked away.

      Forever.

      The young woman barely felt the wetness falling on her shoulders as she disappeared back into the street and the darkness, the hot tears streaming down her face cooling quickly as they fell away. She rubbed her arms, more out of needy emotion and comfort than anything else. The sleet melted on contact with her thin sweatshirt, soaking the fabric. Even though she was shivering, she didn’t notice the vibrations shaking her body. Her only focus was the sheer desperation of the situation, the intense hopelessness that was her short life so far. At least her baby wouldn’t have to be part of it now, would have a fighting chance with someone else, someone more able, someone less useless, someone less scarred.

      Someone a million times better than she was.

      Inside the church, an older woman sat praying quietly, grieving for how her life had turned out so far but without tears. It was a comfort to her to simply sit here in the dim light, praying in silence, though she’d never bothered with the church before she’d gone away. No time for it, she’d always said. Not relevant to her. No interest in hocus-pocus. How the tables had turned and times had changed since she’d returned to Croydon only four weeks ago.

      Prison changed you, for one thing, and it did so particularly if you were the victim of continual abuse as she had been. Day after day, night after night they’d come for her both mentally and physically. The prison guards had turned blind eyes to her suffering, monitoring her from a distance until things went as far as the guards dared them to and then stepping in at the last minute. Even the infirmary hadn’t been a safe haven.

      But then, paedophiles deserved what they got, apparently. More so the female ones. The other prisoners couldn’t comprehend what went on in her head to have committed such an abhorrent crime. It was far worse than murder, in their opinions, and her punishment should be that much harsher. She’d cried like her victims had, willing her death to come.

      Oh, how she’d prayed, but those prayers had gone unanswered. But she was free again now.

      Gathering her few belongings and wrapping her flimsy scarf around her head, ready for the icy wind outside, she made her way to the front door and steeled herself for the walk back to the halfway house she’d been placed in. It wasn’t far, but in mid-winter, and in this weather, it would be far enough on foot. The valuable little money in her pocket was better spent on food than bus fare. Opening the heavy wooden door, she shuffled out into the porch and pulled her scarf a little tighter before descending the few steps, holding tightly to the handrail as she went. But halfway down, the woman stopped. Had she heard something over the howl of the wind? She stood still, straining to listen in the quiet street. On a night like this and so close to Christmas, sensible people were huddled away in their houses, more likely their beds at this late hour; there was not a soul outside but her.

      Yes, there it was again – a sort of gurgle. The longer she stood listening, the more it gained strength. Was it coming from above her, where she’d come from? As she made her way carefully back up the steps, the sound became louder, more insistent, then developed into something she recognized, something acutely familiar. There was no doubt what it was.

      The cry of a baby.
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      The Jolly Carter, shortened to The Jolly by the locals, was much the same as any backstreet public house around Croydon, or in fact in any other part of the country. A foggy haze of cigarette smoke hovered overhead with nowhere to go, as more and more rose from the mouths and noses of drinking customers. Whether you smoked or not, you ended up smoking by default. There was no choice, unless you wore an oxygen mask – although that would have given you added protection from the smell of urine as you passed the gents toilets. The gaudy décor of the establishment had, over the years, been covered with a thick veil of caramel nicotine that ran in streaks down the walls.

      Workingmen – and they were mainly men – propped the bar up, some with a newspaper, others holding court and regaling the others with tales, each one better than the last. Some stood alone, searching for answers at the bottom of their pint pots. Tom Jones was “Burnin’ Down the House” on a jukebox. It was Sunday lunchtime.

      “Another when you’re ready, please, Jim,” Jack ordered, waving his empty glass in the barman’s direction and catching his eye. The red-faced landlord nodded and made his way over to grab the glass.

      “You’re not going to be late for your lunch, are you, Jack? Your missus will be mad as hell…” He let the words dangle knowingly but Jack shook his head.

      “I’ve time for one more, then I’ll be off. A nice bit of roast beef, all the trimmings, a glass of wine maybe, and my old chair to sleep it off. What more could a man ever want for?” Jack grinned his contentment at his day ahead, but Jim was already retreating to the bitter pump to refill his glass. Jack watched the creamy head of ale come back his way a moment later and handed over a fistful of change.

      “I wish I had someone upstairs to make my dinner and let me have a nice sleep after it.”

      “Then you need to get yourself a good woman, like my Janine,” Jack said, taking a long mouthful and wiping the froth from his upper lip. “She’s a good woman, that’s for sure, though she’d give me hell if she could hear me telling you to find yourself a good woman. She’d tell you to get organized and do it yourself, stop being a lazy arse. And she’d be right.”

      “I ain’t got time to peel spuds and shop for beef. I’m here all the time. Another reason I haven’t got a woman – not many come in here, and those that do only come in to drag their husbands back home.”

      There wasn’t much more Jack could add to that. He nodded his understanding and resignation to the landlord’s retreating back as he made his way further down the bar to serve someone else. Jack studied his own pint for a moment, then was interrupted by the ringing of his mobile in his jacket pocket.

      “That’ll be Janine now, I’ll bet. Right on time,” he mumbled affectionately to himself. He flipped the top of the phone and answered it. It wasn’t Janine. She wasn’t calling him home for his Sunday lunch and an afternoon nap.

      “DC Jack Rutherford. Hello.”

      “Jack, I need you to get yourself over to the hospital.” It was the desk sergeant back at the station.

      “What’s up, Doug?”

      “A newborn baby was handed in at the hospital not long ago. Seems the little one had been found abandoned in a church doorway. Someone dropped it off and must have left almost immediately after. As did the woman who handed the baby in. We need to track her down and find out who the baby belongs to. It’s lucky to be alive if it spent the night out in the cold. Last night could have been the coldest one this winter. Could have frozen the balls off a brass monkey.”

      Jack looked at the remaining half of his glass of bitter as the sergeant went on, all visions of his Sunday roast fading away, not to mention his nap. And Janine wouldn’t be too pleased, either.

      “Any idea who the woman was and why she left so soon?”

      “Nope and nope.” Useful.

      “Right. Best I get on my way, then.”

      The sergeant gave him the details of who to contact at the hospital and hung up. Jack took a last gulp of the remaining half and left the rest on the side, signalling to the barman he was off with a quick wave of his hand.

      “Save me some, eh?” Jim called across in hope.

      “I’ll be lucky if I get any now. Been called into work.”

      Jim gave him a look that said “tough luck,” and carried on wiping the bar with a damp cloth the colour of slate rooftop tiles. Jack hoped he didn’t wash glasses with the same dirty cloth.

      Heading towards the door and the cold midday air outside, he paused for a moment. He’d better give Janine a call and tell her he wouldn’t make lunch. He pulled out his phone and pressed dial.

      “Sorry, love. I’ve been called in. A baby has been found so I’ve got to go. Will you keep mine warm?”

      “Oh, Jack! I was looking forward to a movie with you after lunch, too.” She sounded disappointed. He hated doing that to her, but it couldn’t be helped. As a detective’s wife, she was used to it.

      “I know, love. I’ll be as quick as I can. You go ahead and eat. I’ll have mine later. Then we’ll watch the movie.”

      They said their goodbyes, Jack knowing full well that whatever happened between now and bedtime, he’d never see the movie past the opening credits.

      Still, he’d be back home on the sofa with his Janine, and that was enough for him.
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      It was a good job he’d only had a pint and three quarters. A DUI for a detective never sat well with the public – or his boss, for that matter. Still, it wasn’t a problem now, though Jack could have done with a sandwich to soak up the beer that was sloshing around his empty stomach. Janine had got him watching his weight, and so the Sunday breakfast routine they’d shared for as many years as he could remember had gone south. With her hands on her hips like an old ward matron she’d told him if Sunday lunch was to stay in place, he couldn’t have both that and his afternoon pint. The thought amused him as he locked his car door and headed to the hospital’s main entrance in search of Monica Johnson, the matron who had called the police.

      The front entrance doors slid open automatically as he neared the sensor and he stepped inside; the bland pale greenish-blue décor and the smell of cleaning fluid were the same as most hospitals he’d ever been inside. Even on a Sunday, doctors, nurses and orderlies moved briskly about, some headed home, some on their break and some headed to the next part of their working day. They all minded their own business as they went, with no conversation between them, so Jack fell in behind a man wearing surgical scrubs, joined the human train and followed the signs to the special care baby unit where the infant was being cared for.

      The baby. Who would abandon their child, and on such a cold night? Who would be so desperate or stupid to hope someone came for it before it was too late? Why not take it directly to the hospital straight off, or the police? But Jack already knew the answers: because she was scared. And this case would be no different.

      Of what, though?

      And ditto for the woman that had found the child – why not call an ambulance and the police straight away when she’d found it?

      The sign for the SCBU was up ahead and he pushed the buzzer for admittance, his warrant card ready and visible through the glass partition. He waited, then he saw her. He instinctively knew it was her: Monica, authority written across her ample chest as she walked towards him. She reminded him of Hattie Jacques from a Carry On movie.

      He chanced a smile. As she opened the door, she returned a flicker of one, though it vanished in an instant. Her name badge did indeed confirm she was Monica Johnson. And in charge.

      “Good afternoon,” Jack said politely, keeping his voice low. The ambience of the ward told him loud noise was not acceptable, and he was aware that his shoes sounded like the quick slaps of an elastic band on the lino as he followed her back towards her desk. He tried, and failed, to walk on the tips of his toes.

      “Take a seat,” Monica instructed, waving her hand to a spare chair. Glad to stop the sound of his own shoes, he sat, fiddling to get his notebook from his inside pocket. She sat opposite him, waiting.

      “Why don’t you start from the top and tell me everything you know? Then I’ll ask a few questions.” He beamed a reassuring smile and received another flicker in return.

      “I’d only been on duty a few minutes, so it was not long after seven this morning. There was a phone call from the main entrance reception. The security guard called up saying a woman with a bundle needed help. She’d found a baby abandoned. Naturally, I went down to meet her and took a nurse with me, but when we’d got there, she was nowhere to be seen. The guard was holding the baby. I asked him what had happened, and he said the woman had found the baby last night about 11 pm at St George’s church. She’d kept it warm until this morning, but it was hungry. Then she left without giving any more details. Another staff member went after her, but she wouldn’t say another word apparently, so they gave up. All we can tell you is that she was about retirement age, grey-haired, and dressed a bit oddly, like from a charity shop perhaps. We’ve no idea where she comes from or her name.” She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “I wish I could tell you more.”

      “Has security checked the camera footage? I assume you have footage of the main desk and the outside of the building?”

      “Yes. I have a copy for you, not that it shows much. She was alone and on foot, and had a scarf around her head and neck, to keep the cold out, I expect.” She handed Jack a CD copy of the front desk and immediate outdoor camera footage.

      “I may need to see more footage from further out. Who do I need to contact to get it?”

      Monica wrote down the name and telephone number of the head of security and handed him the piece of paper.

      “And how is the little one now? I hear it’s a little girl.”

      “Doing well, considering her rough start. She was hungry, but no hypothermia or else I don’t think she’d be still with us. Last night was a particularly cold one, so she was lucky the lady found her. I wish she’d brought her straight here, though.”

      “Any sign of the mother? I’m guessing she gave birth elsewhere and you haven’t seen her?”

      “Correct. Everyone is accounted for on the maternity ward and in here, so I’d guess you are right, though she may need help herself. I suspect she gave birth in secret and on her own. She must be scared, confused maybe, and in need of medical attention.”

      “We’ll keep an eye out, and we’ll also check other hospitals and clinics nearby in case anyone has shown up needing help. Can you remember anything else, no matter how trivial you may think it is?” Jack was hoping for something he could use, big or small. He’d take small over nothing.

      “The guard said the woman who dropped the baby off was extremely nervous herself, as though she couldn’t stand to be in the hospital – frightened, maybe, though I don’t know why she would be. Then she was gone without another word. It doesn’t make any sense. Perhaps she had a bad experience in the past.”

      Jack wasn’t convinced. “Maybe it wasn’t the hospital that she was scared of. Maybe it was the camera she didn’t like.”
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      By the time Jack had been to the hospital, completed the necessary paperwork and notified the relevant authority. It was way past lunchtime and his roast beef would surely be past its best by now. He arrived home to find he was correct in his assumption.

      “Ah, damn,” he said to himself as he lifted the plate from the warm oven and removed the tinfoil that had been protecting his meal for the last five hours. A voice from behind startled him.

      “Well, you have been gone a long while. I thought about turning it off.” Janine stood in the doorway, arms folded in front of her, though she wore a smile on her face. She wasn’t one to be annoyed in situations such as this. It wasn’t her style.

      “No matter, love. I’m glad it’s still here and hot, even if the gravy has dried up a bit. I’ll put some butter on it.” Butter was Jack’s answer to everything that looked a bit dry.

      “Oh, no you don’t, Jack Rutherford, or the doctor will be on at you for your cholesterol again. It’s not good for you, not with the amount you put on things.” He let it go. The battle was not one he’d win. He’d try and swipe a bit when she wasn’t looking. Taking the plate to the table, he sat down and opened the jar of mustard. He smeared a bit next to the beef, then did the same with the horseradish. When he was satisfied, he picked up a Yorkshire pudding and bit into it, the crunch from the upper shell reverberating in his ears until it softened in his mouth. He dipped the rest into the horseradish as Janine watched, leaning back against the sink.

      “You always make the best Yorkshires, Janine. Did you have a glass of wine with yours? I could do with one if there is some.”

      “I’ll get you one. I only had the one with my dinner. A bit of a headache again.”

      “Again? You’ve had a lot recently, love. Why don’t you go to the doctor?” He started on the second Yorkshire and repeated the process, dipping it in horseradish. He watched as she poured him a glass of wine and set it down in front of him. She pulled out a chair and joined him at the kitchen table while he ate.

      “Women get headaches all the time. Anyway, what’s the story with the baby? Where was the little one found and is it alright?”

      “Mercifully, yes. It will be fine. It’s a little girl. A woman handed it in at the hospital this morning then fled, even though it wasn’t hers. She found it in the church doorway last night and took it home, we assume. Until we can trace her, and preferably the mother too, we haven’t a lot to go on. In the meantime, the baby will stay at the hospital for observation, then it will go to a foster home, I expect. Poor mite. What a start in life, eh? They reckon it’s only a day or two old.” He slipped a roast potato into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “I wonder what possesses someone to abandon their baby like that, and on such a cold night too. Why not take it to the hospital?” Jack was thinking out loud.

      “She must be in a desperate situation, is all I can think, and probably young, too. If she’s underage, she’ll not want anyone to know, not even the hospital, for fear of getting in trouble. Or maybe get her boyfriend in trouble? If he’s still around? Maybe he’s as young as she is.”

      “Hmm, maybe. We’ve all made mistakes at that age. Though this is a big one.”

      “I agree, but until you find the mother, how will you know anything about the situation, and possibly return her child to her? Can you do DNA testing?”

      “It’s a bit trickier than that, I’m afraid. DNA is only of use if there is someone in the system with a match, though I know for a fact that with nearly all offences now, DNA is taken and stored in the system. That means that even begging, being drunk and disorderly, or taking part in a demonstration could put you on the DNA register whether you like it or not. It used to be taken only for more serious crimes. But like I say, there has to be someone to match it to. The added fly in the ointment is that a baby’s DNA is never likely to be in the system because they’ve not had chance to commit a crime. And with paternity testing, you usually have at least one parent present, usually both.”

      Janine sat thoughtfully for a minute.

      “What’s up, Janine?” Jack asked her. “What are you thinking?”

      “There was an article of the news, a couple of months back, I think, about DNA testing. There’s a good deal of data in the database that they say shouldn’t still be being kept, from folks not convicted and whatnot. Anyway, the reporter said something about a new test, from somewhere up north Leicester way, where they are trying to match family members’ DNA to other family members. Apparently, there are a few bits of our DNA that show who’s related, and they were trying to make the test more accurate. It was rather interesting, actually; can’t you use that?”

      “I’ve never heard of it. It must be new and not fully available yet.” He finished his meal, licked his knife and fork clean, and then sat back holding the remainder of his glass of wine. “But I like your thought. If we had access to the technology, maybe we could find out who is a likely parent of the child because there’s the baby’s mother to think about too, her own need for medical attention perhaps. And the father.” He drained the glass and stood up quickly, making Janine jump.

      “Janine, you might be on to something there. I’ll make some calls and look into it first thing tomorrow. But right now, I think it’s time to let that exquisite roast beef dinner go down and start that movie in front of the fire, don’t you?” He smiled.

      But as Janine knew, Jack would be fast asleep not long after the opening credits and would pretend it had been a great film when he awoke at the end. It amused her that he thought she didn’t know, and she’d never let on to him otherwise.
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      Jack had just boiled the kettle in the small tea room at the station, unofficially known as ‘the coffee cupboard’ because in fact it wasn’t much more than a closet with a tap and sink. But it was closer to the squad room than the main one. It had become the place to hide out with a mug of Nescafe for many of the team, particularly after a late night on the town. And that’s why Eddie was headed inside – coffee and quiet. With two people in there, the cupboard was full.

      “Morning, Eddie. You look like shit. Another late one, eh?”

      “Do us a favour and put some hot water on a teaspoonful? Two sugars.”

      Jack watched Eddie nurse his right temple, a pained expression on his face.

      “You don’t want His Highness to see you like this again. What’s going on? Woman trouble, or is it their man trouble again?”

      Eddie had been caught with more than his fair share of married women over the couple of years they’d worked together, and had only recently found himself getting a hiding from a surprised husband who had come home early. The bruises were only fading now.

      “Leave it out, won’t you?”

      Jack watched as he rubbed his temple again. “So, what happened?”

      “Sue dumped me last night and I went on a bender, if you must know. Shame, really. I thought she might have been the one, but apparently, I wasn’t to her.”

      Jack passed him a mug of instant coffee and watched Eddie take a couple of mouthfuls, looking like a camel at a desert watering hole.

      “Thanks,” Eddie said. “I needed that. My bloody head is splitting. Got any paracetamol on you?”

      “Sorry, I don’t carry them. I don’t get headaches. Maybe you should, though. You seem to have a few of late. You and my Janine are a right pair.”

      “I doubt your lovely wife was out getting bladdered last night, or any night come to that. What’s she doing with headaches anyway? Are you stressing her out, Jack?” His eyes danced mischievously. Eddie could get away with almost anything with anyone, and he knew it. And played to it.

      “Watch it, you,” Jack warned jokingly. “I dare say it’s women’s issues.”

      “Well, I know all about them, let me tell you.”

      “I’m sure you do. You’ve had so many of them. Enough women to launch your own study, I’d say.”

      “You’re only jealous.”

      They sipped their coffee in the quiet of the cupboard, then Eddie spoke again.

      “So, what did you do over the weekend, then? A couple of pints and fall asleep in front of the TV again?”

      “Ha-ha. Actually, I was called to the hospital yesterday afternoon. A newborn had been found and handed in. Evidentially, it had been abandoned Saturday night in the church doorway and an older lady dropped it off Sunday. Problem is, we know nothing about either woman – no details, no nothing except the one who handed her in was older and rather nervous. I can’t help but wonder what her issue is.”

      “And you’re guessing the other one, the mother, is perhaps in distress for some reason? Maybe young?”

      “I am, yes. It’s hard not to. Abandoned babies are not as common as they once were, but still, it’s not often a woman in a stable home environment abandons a child. It’s usually those in a bit of a pickle that can’t deal with a baby.”

      “So, what’s the plan, then, Jack?” Eddie emptied his mug and set it on the drainer.

      “Well, we have to find them both, so let’s start with what camera footage we can get between the hospital and the church, see if we can pick anything up. The older woman wore a headscarf, apparently, and that would fit because it was as cold as a snowman’s big toe on Saturday night. You make a start on footage from around the church. I have a phone call to make, then I’ll join you.” Jack rinsed both their coffee mugs out and put them back on the shelf.

      “Right, will do. So, we have no idea what the mother looks like. I’m looking for someone possibly carrying a bundle, I’m guessing. That could take a while.”

      “Indeed. The monotonous part of police work, I know, but there’s no other way. At least we have a time frame of around eleven pm, so that’s a start, I suppose. I doubt she’d have a pram or buggy, though she may have had the child in a hold-all, maybe? Anyway, you know the drill. See what’s what.”

      An observer would never guess that Eddie Edwards was, in fact, Jack’s immediate boss and not the other way around, Eddie a DS to Jack’s DC.

      “I’ll just make another coffee before I start, I think; the sugar will do me good. Are there any biscuits in that tin, do you know? Otherwise, I’ll have to go to the vending machine.”

      “No idea.”

      Jack left Eddie sat in the coffee cupboard and went back to his desk. When he put his mind to it, Eddie was one of the best detectives there was in Croydon, possibly even the whole of the Metropolitan police, but when he had woman troubles, he was continually distracted and that meant Jack would end up covering for him yet again. Why women couldn’t resist Eddie Jack would never know – he looked fairly average and wasn’t exactly a David Hasselhoff lookalike. There were no ripped abs or sun-bleached hair for young Eddie Edwards, though he had a permanent glint in his eye that women found irresistible. Jack smiled. Maybe the man wore red silk shorts under his trousers – perhaps that was his secret charm.

      Still smiling to himself, Jack made his way to his desk to make a few calls. If Janine had heard the news story right, perhaps they could use the new DNA know-how to find the abandoned baby’s parents. Or at least one of them.
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      Leanne Meadows was like any other fifteen-year-old living with their parents – for the most part, they got on but when she didn’t get her own way, tensions ran high and dummies were spat. The Monday before Christmas was one of those days. Leanne’s parents tried their best to give their daughter everything they could, sometimes at great personal expense to themselves, forfeiting holidays and weekends away so the funds could be put towards her cycle training and equipment. As a young national cycling champ for her age group, Leanne Meadows was on her way to stardom, and a cycling career that would take her on tours around the globe – as long as she carried on the path of hard work and commitment laid out before her. The cost of coaching and her never-ending equipment requirement, not to mention the constant toing and froing from events, was often the cause of rows between Leanne and her parents. But Leanne wasn’t selfish, and she knew her parents did their utmost for her in time and money, which she appreciated with all her heart. Leanne contributed to the cost by earning what she could through babysitting and working part-time at the garden centre. But then the latest row had kicked off about Leanne wanting to ride with her buddies on Christmas Day morning instead of being at home with her parents opening presents. Tempers were getting frayed.

      “Every day is important, Christmas Day or not!” Leanne yelled at her mother, who was having none of it.

      “I’m asking for one full day without having to worry about you while you’re out on your road bike. Just one day! I don’t think that is too much to ask under the circumstances, young lady.”

      “But don’t you see how important it is for me to train? I’ll bet other totally serious riders will train that morning. I’ll bet Froome or Deignan will be out – that’s what makes them champions. And I want to be a champion!”

      Their voices were getting louder and louder when Dave Meadows walked into the hallway.

      “What are you two yelling at now? They can probably hear you at the end of the street! And from what I could hear from the bathroom, you need to show a bit more respect to your mother, Lea, and not shout the odds.”

      “But Dad, you know I have to train every day.”

      “No you don’t, Lea. You need to train six days a week, so Christmas Day is your rest day this week.”

      “But Dad …”

      “That’s the end of it, Lea. Your mother is right. It’s one day together with no cycling. Rearrange your schedule for your rest day because it will be Christmas Day. And that’s the end of it.”

      “But—”

      “Lea, no. Now I suggest you carry on with whatever you were doing because this conversation is over and I’ve got to get to work. I’ve got an expensive daughter to pay for.”

      Leanne stood at the bottom of the stairs along with her mother, neither daring to say another word, because when Dave said it was final, it really was final, and that was how it was. Dave Meadows wore the trousers and got the last word. Leanne, though, was not happy, and as the tears threatened to break loose, she hurried back up the stairs to her room and slammed the door dramatically to let both parents know exactly how she felt.

      “She’ll get over it, Penny,” Dave said to his wife. “She needs to know it’s not always about her at every waking moment. She’ll be down when she’s hungry.”

      “I know.” Penny looked at her watch. “She’d better not be too long. I think she’s at the garden centre later this morning. I said I’d drop her off.”

      “I rest my case. You’re dropping her off – again. She could cycle if it was that important to her, couldn’t she? Anyway, I’m off.” He bent to give her a peck on the cheek before heading out to the car. Penny stood in the doorway and watched him leave, gave him a quick wave as he pulled away then closed the door. There was no sound coming from upstairs. She decided to leave her daughter to cool off a bit.

      Every family rowed from time to time, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed it. Teenage sulks were the worst. They had a habit of making the parents feel it was they who had done wrong and never the other way around. But Penny would never swap Leanne from their lives, not for the world. She’d lost one child, many years ago, and on occasions like birthdays and Christmas, she always wondered what she’d have grown up to be like all these years later. Would she have been like Leanne, or would they have been chalk and cheese? Still, Leanne was her baby, and that was why she couldn’t help but climb the stairs to her daughter’s room. She knocked gently on the door.

      “Come in,” said a tiny voice.

      Leanne was sprawled on the bed face down, head buried in her pillow. After a moment, she finally lifted her head up and looked at her mother, tears staining her red blotchy face. A bit of black mascara had leaked on to the pink pillowcase. Penny sat on the edge of her bed and gently stroked her daughter’s long blonde hair.

      “What time are you working today?”

      “I’m on at ten.”

      “Do you want a lift over?”

      “No, I’ll cycle. It’ll do me good.”

      “Okay, though it’s another cold day outside and it could sleet again later, so keep safe if you’re going to be a champ, eh?” She carried on stroking her daughter’s hair, a loving smile on her face. Leanne sat up on her bed and hugged her tightly.

      “I’m sorry, Mum. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I know you didn’t, darling, and we understand your ambition, but we’ll have a great Christmas Day together, won’t we?”

      Leanne blew her nose on a tissue she’d had up her sleeve, and dabbed her eyes dry.

      “Of course we will, Mum.”

      “Come on, you’d better sort your makeup out before you go. Shall I make you a hot chocolate?”

      Leanne nodded, a small smile brightening her face a little as she edged off the bed and ran her fingers through her hair, gathering herself together.

      “Love you, Mum.”

      “Love you too, Leanne.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Her shift at the garden centre finished, Leanne changed from her jeans into her cycle clothes and, with her other belongings in her backpack slung over her shoulder, set off towards the back entranceway where her road bike was securely parked and padlocked.

      It didn’t take long to cycle the route home. The Wickham Road was a busy one, running back into Croydon from the west. The garden centre was only about ten miles from home and if the traffic was forgiving, it didn’t take her long to get to and from work. Coming up to Christmas, she was glad of the money the extra shifts gave her, despite the cold.

      Leanne checked that her cycle lights were turned on as the first spots of sleet began to fall. The late afternoon air was cold and damp and getting wetter by the minute, and the light was fading fast. She waited for a gap in the traffic, wishing she had her warm winter leggings on, then joined the mayhem of headlights headed back towards Cedar Road and home. In the near darkness, considerate cars gave her a wide berth, but a truck buzzed her hardly an inch from her elbow. Leanne yelled a curse after the driver, holding tight to her handlebars to steady the bike.

      Leanne hated heavy traffic, though she was used to it. Being a cyclist meant many hours on the road with all kinds of hazards; luckily it was only a short journey home.

      She had gone only a couple of miles when she discovered a problem. Knowing precisely how her bike handled, Leanne instinctively knew she had a puncture.

      “Damn it,” she exclaimed, and slowed to a stop around the corner of a side road away from the traffic as the last of the air leaked out of the tyre. She slipped off her cycling gloves and laid them in the grass as she crouched over the offending wheel. In the fading light, she got to work quickly, taking the tyre off and removing the inner tube, swapping it for the spare she carried in her puncture pack. Her fingers were bitterly cold, and getting the new tube to sit properly inside the tyre was taking far longer than it would have normally. Leanne was getting more and more frustrated and cold the longer it took.

      “Oh, come on!” she growled under her breath. It had been one of those days from the start. Blowing on her fingers to try and warm them a little, she looked up from what she was doing and spotted something moving on the road ahead. Crouched down still and low, she strained to see what it was, but her eyes couldn’t penetrate the near darkness enough for her to make anything out. Should she call out? Was it an animal heading for the busy road, maybe? Instinct told her to keep her mouth shut. Suddenly her ears picked up the sound of muffled deep, male voices, then the start of an engine.

      Funny, she thought. Why no lights? Did the driver know they weren’t on?

      A door slammed, but it sounded more substantial than a car door; a van door, maybe? She was about to resume the task at hand when she realized the vehicle was headed her way, towards the junction, still without lights on. Should she try and warn the driver? Would they even see her in the near darkness? The vehicle was approaching too quickly for her to make a firm decision so she stayed put where she was, more out of missed opportunity than good judgment. But as the van pulled alongside her, she inadvertently locked eyes with the driver. The glow of light from the dashboard gave his face a ghostly glow. He was looking right at her. She froze. Then, the man turned towards the passenger seat for a moment, then looked back, right at her. His face was unsmiling. Everything around her seemed to still and quieten for a moment. Something deep inside her told her she was in trouble, but what should she do? Run, or hope he hadn’t actually seen her huddled in the grass at all? Was she imagining it all? Could she be sure? After all, there was no light shining on her from their headlamps because they were still off. The lane was in darkness, wasn’t it?

      Her cycle lights were on!

      He must have seen them glowing out from under her bike as it lay on its side beside her. Damn! Leanne knew for sure now that she was in trouble. She sprang from the grass and began to run towards the main road, hoping to stop a passing car and get to safety.

      But the night had other ideas. Her plastic cycling cleats slipped and slid on the smooth tarmac as she careered around the side of the van.

      And into the bulky arms of the van’s passenger.
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      Penny looked at her watch for the umpteenth time. It read a minute later than the last time she’d looked. It was nearly six o’clock, totally dark outside, and Leanne wasn’t answering her phone. But then if she was still cycling home, she knew Leanne wouldn’t hear it; her phone would be tucked safely in her backpack against the elements as usual. Still, she should have been back more than an hour ago and Penny couldn’t help wonder if she was staying out on purpose after the morning’s heated discussion. So, when the front door opened, Penny all but flew across the lounge to the hallway, expecting to see her daughter coming through the door. But it wasn’t her.

      “Hello, love,” said Dave. “Something smells good.” He beamed. When Penny didn’t return the smile, his smile vanished. “What’s she done now?”

      “Nothing like that. She’s not come home yet and I’m worried. Her shift finished at four-thirty, so she should have been home an hour ago. I can’t get her on her phone.”

      “Have you called the garden centre?” He took his overcoat off and hung it on the hook by the door. “They probably asked her to stay on and she’s punishing us for this morning by not ringing. That’ll be all.”

      “I haven’t yet, but I will now. I didn’t want her to think we were checking up on her.”

      “Let me know what they say. I’m going to take a quick shower before dinner.”

      As Dave climbed the stairs, Penny called the garden centre from her spot still in the hallway. After several rings, a harassed-sounding woman’s voice answered at the other end.

      “Hi, it’s Penny, Leanne’s mum, here. Can you tell me if she’s left for home as yet, please?”

      “Yes, Penny, she left at four-thirty on her bike. I could have done with her staying, actually. We’ve been busy since she left. Is everything alright?”

      “Oh, you know teenagers. She’s probably stopped off somewhere and I can’t get hold of her. I’m a bit worried, though, so if you hear from her, do me a favour and let me know?”

      “Sure will. Hope she’s back soon. Got to go.”

      “Thanks. Bye.” Penny stood with the phone in her hand and stared blankly at the hall wall. Where the hell could she have gone in this foul weather at night?

      The bathroom door upstairs opened and Dave called down. “What did they say?”

      “They said she left at four-thirty on her bike. I’m worried now, Dave. What do you reckon?”

      “Well, first off, we’ll give her another hour, in light of this morning’s conversation, then we’ll start calling her friends. If that doesn’t do any good, I guess we call the police, eh?”

      “Okay. One hour, though. No more.”

      “Agreed. Now, why don’t we eat if it’s ready? No point in us all waiting for Madam to show her face.” He made his way back down the stairs, pulling on a sweatshirt on as he came, then took Penny in his arms at the bottom. He kissed her cheek lovingly.

      “She’ll be home soon, Penny. I know she will. She’s not one to be a toe rag. She’s a sensible girl who’s still upset that we put our foot down – you’ll see. She’ll be moaning to one of her friends as we speak – I bet you a fiver.”

      “Well, I hope you’re right, and I lose a fiver.” Penny looked at her watch again. Six-fifteen pm. Leanne had until 7.15, then she’d be on the phone in a flash.

      By 8 pm they’d called everyone they could think of and nobody had seen her – Leanne was still not home.

      “I’m ringing the police now. This has gone on long enough, Dave, and I’m really worried. Then we’ll drive out to the garden centre and see if we can see anything. Maybe she’s had an accident and is lying in a ditch in the dark. I don’t know, but I can’t sit here and do nothing.”

      “Agreed. I’ll give them a call, see what they say. She’s still a minor and this is out of character.” He was dialling as he spoke. When he’d finished speaking with the police, Dave said, “The duty sergeant will organize someone to come round and take a statement He asked us to get a recent photo out ready. They’ll be over shortly.”

      Penny was already taking a picture out of a frame that sat on the mantlepiece, one of the few pictures of recent in which Leanne wasn’t wearing her cycling helmet. It had been taken before she headed out to a school dance back in the summer and her sun-kissed face smiled back at Penny. She started to cry.

      “Hey, hey, don’t cry, Penny,” said Dave, rushing to put his arms around her. “She’ll be back soon enough. And now the police are involved, it will all be okay. We’ll find her.”

      Penny wasn’t convinced by his positivity, but she knew one of them had to be. No sooner had he said the words than there was a knock at the door.

      Dave left her to wipe her tears and unlatched the door.

      A detective stood on the step.

      “Mr Meadows? I’m DC Jack Rutherford. May I come in?” The detective held up his warrant card.

      Dave opened the door further and motioned for him to enter. “Thanks for coming,” he said. He closed the door and the two men walked down the hallway to where Penny was now stood. She introduced herself and the three of them sat in the lounge.

      “Would you like some tea, Detective?”

      “That would be lovely, thanks. No sugar, thanks. Just milk.”

      Dave handed over the picture of Leanne.

      “It’s from the summer, so not long ago. Is that good enough?”

      “Perfect,” said Jack. “When Mrs Meadows comes back, we’ll start from the beginning and I can assess where to take it from here. A family liaison officer will be joining us shortly and will stay with you for a while, okay?”

      Penny walked back into the room carrying a tray and caught the tail end of the conversation as she handed Jack a mug of tea.

      “Thanks,” he said to her. “Now let’s start from the beginning. Tell me everything you know and then I’ll fill in the gaps with some questions.” Jack had interviewed many parents of missing children in his time and it never got any easier to watch their pain and anguish. The good news, which he immediately shared with them, was that about a third of missing girls Leanne’s age were simply staying out with a mate, inside, safe and warm. Another third made their own way home without the intervention of the police, and another chunk were simply out walking the streets cooling off. It was common for kids in this age group to go missing, in other words, and extremely rare for it to end in tragedy.

      There was a comfort for the Meadows in the statistics. But which category did their daughter fall into?
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      Leanne Meadows wasn’t the only child who went missing that cold Monday evening. When Jack returned to the station after talking to Mr and Mrs Meadows, he was surprised to see Eddie at his desk entering a report on his computer.

      “No date tonight, Eddie?”

      “Nah, got called to a missing person instead.”

      “Eh? I’ve just been to one myself. Nobody said anything to me about another misper. Who is it?”

      Eddie carried on typing as he spoke. “A twelve-year-old girl, Kate Bryers, didn’t make it back from walking her dog tonight. What’s yours?”

      “Similar, actually. A fifteen-year-old girl didn’t make it home from her casual job at the garden centre on Wickham Road. Had a falling out earlier this morning with her parents, so I’m hoping she’s cooling off somewhere. She’s a cyclist, so she was riding home on her bike. Uniforms are retracing her steps as we speak, and I’m off to join in the search. You?”

      “Uniforms are door knocking, then same. I’ve called the hospitals. Nothing there, so that’s sort of good news.” Eddie stood and pulled his jacket on. “Right, I’m off. I hope these two aren’t connected. Will you check they don’t know one another and let me know? Of course, if they did and they are hiding out together someplace, that would be ideal. Bring them both home together in time for hot chocolate, eh?”

      “Will do,” said Jack as he watched his colleague go. “Not sure why a fifteen-year-old would hang out with a twelve-year-old, though,” he mumbled, half to himself. Still, he pulled up the report for Kate Bryers anyway and scanned it.

      “Hmm, she lives not far off the Wickham Road, though. That could be a coincidence – or not.” He picked up the phone to call the FLO who was with the Meadowses.

      “Can you see if Mr or Mrs Meadows knows Kate Bryers, age 12?” he asked her. “It seems she’s been reported missing this evening, too, so gently as you go. Let me know when you’ve broached it. She’s a bit young to be hanging out with a fifteen-year-old but maybe Leanne was helping her with something. Or it could be nothing.”

      “Will do. Nothing to report here,” the officer replied. They rang off, then Jack grabbed his own coat and went out to his car to join the other officers. He had just about fastened his seatbelt when his phone buzzed again. He flipped it open.

      “DC Rutherford,” he said.

      “Jack, it’s PC Clarke, about the Leanne Meadows case? We’ve located her bike, we think. Looks like it’s got a flat tyre. On the corner of Wickham Road with Sparrows Lane.”

      “I’m on my way over. I’m guessing no sign of her?”

      “Correct. There’s a set of gloves here as well as her bike, a backpack with a change of clothes and her phone. Nothing else. Looks like she was attempting to mend the tyre. There’s a new tube as well as the old. We’re securing the area now.”

      “Did you say Sparrows Lane?”

      “I did. Any reason you ask?”

      “Another missing child tonight lives on Sparrows Lane. You’ll see the squad car parked outside, I expect, if you drive down.”

      “Now that is weird. You think they’re missing someplace together?”

      “I don’t think anything at the moment, apart from what you’ve already stated, but it’s weird. DS Edwards is coordinating that one and will probably coordinate this one too now, same area same night and all. Anyway, I’ll be there shortly.”

      He disconnected the call and concentrated on getting out of the car park onto the wet road. Sleet was starting up again, making tiny splodge patterns on the windscreen in front of him. Sleet was usually a good indicator snow was on its way. The bookies would love that, so close to Christmas. It was too cold a night to be outside, that was for sure, and Jack hoped that both Kate and Leanne were keeping warm somewhere safe. His phone rang again, and he struggled it out of his coat pocket.

      “DS Rutherford.”

      “It’s PC Clarke, Jack. They’re not aware of a connection. Leanne had a small circle of close friends. The rest were all cycling buddies, all around her own age. Sorry.”

      “Right-o. Thanks.” He tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and cussed. “Shit. That leaves us with no obvious connection. It could be a long, cold night.”

      Up ahead, he saw the lights of the squad car on the corner of Wickham and Sparrows Lane and he pulled to a stop a little way before the scene. A crime scene tent had been erected and mobile lights set up, and he spotted two figures in white paper coveralls. All was in hand. The sleet was still falling, and he wished he’d got better footwear on for a grassy ditch inspection. He pulled his coat collar up as far as it would go and stepped out into the cold night, hands stuffed deep into his pockets. If he slipped, he’d have no chance to save himself and end up on his arse for sure.

      Better not slip, then.

      “What have you got, Clarke?” he asked the PC who was walking towards him. “Anything new?”

      “SOCO have photographed and are about done. A couple of officers have questioned the neighbours in Sparrows Lane and talked to the FLO at Kate Bryers’ home. We’ve lifted the bike and the other belongings, so we’ll see if it’s definitely hers. There’s no evidence of a struggle, though there are some strange marks on the loose gravel at the edge of the junction. They look like maybe slip marks, but they’re thin. We’re thinking maybe she had cycling shoes on and slipped for some reason. There are only a couple of them. Other than that, nothing obvious or new to add right now.”

      Jack didn’t like what he was hearing – or thinking. “So, Leanne isn’t here. I’m betting those few houses down there haven’t seen her, and there’s two slip marks near her bike. By a busy road. What are the chances she’s accepted a lift with a stranger?”

      “Don’t know, but it’s not looking good, is it, Jack?”

      “No, Clarke. It’s most definitely not looking good.”
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      Mr and Mrs Bryers were understandably worried sick. Their twelve-year-old daughter was missing, and now another girl was missing, disappeared from the end of the lane. Their heads were filling with all kinds of scenarios. Neither parent had ventured out to work the following morning. Both were too tired, too anxious to concentrate and wanted to stay at home for when Kate returned.

      Because she would return. They had to cling to a positive outcome.

      They knew the stats, but being so young, Kate was extremely vulnerable. The statistics for her age group were not as positive as for the older girl’s. The only comfort they had was that maybe Kate wasn’t alone. Maybe she was with the older girl, someone they could count on to help bring Kate safely home. At fifteen, she would be a bit more street-smart. But who knew where they might be, or what condition they were in?

      If they were, in fact, together.

      The FLO was still with them, had stayed with them through the night – not that either of them had slept much. This morning they were all going to meet with Leanne’s parents and try and piece together a connection, some common ground.

      The meeting was set for ten that morning, and both Jack and Eddie would be in attendance.

      Right now, both detectives were finishing off the morning briefing in the squad room back at the station.

      “Before we go to the Bryers’ house, let’s both go to the Meadows’ and relook at Leanne’s room,” Eddie said. “We can also pick up her hairbrush so we’ve got her DNA. At least when it’s lodged in the misper’s system, if anything turns up elsewhere, we’ll know. We’ll do the same at Kate’s home, too. I know it’s early days, but let’s get it done.”

      Eddie was in full swing for a change. His sometimes-questionable methods, mixed with hard graft, were what would bring them home, if anything would.

      “After this meeting,” Jack added, “I’ve organized to talk to their closest friends, see what shakes loose, see what Kate’s plans were. I have a short list to work from but since school is closed for the holidays, it could be tough to find her wider circle. I’m speaking with her head teacher, though, and she’ll help out. We know what Leanne was doing – on her way home from work – but Kate? I don’t suppose she had her own phone?”

      Jack was hopeful, though he suspected she wouldn’t have, given her age. Not many youngsters had a phone in 1999. Not that many adults did.

      “That would have been useful, but no, she didn’t,” Eddie said. “Leanne only had one because of her cycling and going off so far and so often. Her parents wanted her to be contactable or to be able to call if she ever got stranded. Shame she hadn’t called last night, eh? We can still follow up with the phone company, though. There could be texts.”

      “And I suspect, given those skid marks, there wasn’t time,” Jack said. “I also suspect someone took their chance while she was distracted changing her flat, so Leanne could be anywhere by now if that’s the case. In fact, they both could be. Although, of course, we could still be dealing with two quite separate incidents. Has PR organized a press conference yet?” Jack wanted the word out, the sooner the better.

      “I believe so. We need these girls’ pictures on the evening front pages and on the news. I’ll double-check what time. Posters are in hand, too. The rest is legwork. And CCTV won’t be much use until we know what we’re looking for. Both girls were well out of the town centre. Nothing out there filming.”

      “Let’s see what the press cough up for us. Somebody must have seen something of either girl. And the fact that we now know Kate was dropped off by her regular lift at the end of her road as usual narrows things down. Two girls from roughly the same spot? I’m wondering if one was premeditated and one an opportunity for whoever – if Leanne was not meant to be a victim. And the more I think about it, I’m wondering if, from her spot in the ditch, she saw something and that’s what made her a part of all this.”

      Jack pulled at his upper lip, something he did when deep in thought. Janine had chided him that he should grow a moustache, something else to play with other than his lip. “So, Kate could be the main target, and Leanne was the fly in the ointment they weren’t counting on. That could put her in even more danger then: they won’t want a witness to whatever they have planned. Hell, this gets worse by the minute.”

      Eddie didn’t like it either. “Then we first need to figure out why Kate. If we can do that, we should find Leanne.”

      “Agreed.”

      Eddie addressed the rest of the room as a whole, his voice elevated for all to hear. “Right, everybody, that’s the plan. Let’s figure out why Kate. Talk to your snitches, get the word on the street, find out about locals with a fondness for children like Kate, the fruit loops in the area. I want anyone and everyone with a possible connection to Kate interviewed and drivers on that main Wickham Road spoken to.” Clapping his hands together loudly, he shouted, “Let’s get busy, then!”

      Turning to Jack he said, “Right, we’ve got a meeting to attend. No word of this in front of the parents, right?”

      “Right-o.”
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      Leanne was frozen to the marrow. Her cycle clothing wasn’t meant to be warm; it was meant for riding in, not sitting all day in. She rubbed her legs to try and get some warmth into them. Thank goodness she’d been wearing her long-legged pants and not her shorts. She’d have dressed in warmer gear had she known she was going to be abducted, she thought wryly.

      Abducted.

      Her parents would be going out of their minds with worry and she’d no way of letting them know she was alright. All right but imprisoned. As the man had unceremoniously bundled her into the back of the van, she’d kicked and fought her way to no avail – and gotten a punch to her stomach for her troubles. That punch had bent her over double, disabling her long enough for the men to get her inside the van without any further commotion. When she’d finally raised her head after the winding, she’d noticed she wasn’t alone in the back. A young girl sat crouched in the near darkness, making tiny whimpering sounds. By Leanne’s reckoning, she looked to be about eleven or twelve. But before she could speak to her, one of the men had tied Leanne’s hands together, stuck tape across her mouth and fastened her to the back of one of their seats by some sort of leather restraint. The young girl had already been restrained in the same way. Then the van had driven off. Not a word had been said by anyone.

      Leanne was a smart girl for her age, and a strong one from racing regularly with both male and female riders. But it wasn’t her physical strength she pulled on inside that van – the leather restraints were more than her match. Rather, she instead turned her attention to the situation at hand, drawing on the focus she’d learned over her years of competition. There was no way to turn her head and see through the windscreen – she’d tried her hardest, straining her peripheral vision – so she began to listen carefully to figure out where they might be going. By her estimation, they’d travelled on a motorway; the traffic noises and continual speed of the van told her that much. But whether they had travelled north or south, she’d no way of knowing. She had heard aeroplanes flying low overhead, meaning an airport was nearby, but it could be Heathrow, Gatwick, or Stanstead, all of which were in different directions.

      After a time, the traffic had eased, the van slowed, and the outside sounds had died away. She’d wondered if they were in the countryside. They’d driven for about an hour, and neither of the men had uttered a word. When they’d eventually stopped, a bag had been placed over her head as she was led outside, the cold biting through the thin fabric of her clothes, her cycling shoes making walking difficult as they made their way up some stairs to the room where she was now.

      The first thing that had hit her was the smell. It was stale, as if the windows hadn’t been opened in years and whoever lived there hadn’t washed during that time either. The room was dimly lit and there was a faint smell of urine. She knew the other girl she’d arrived with had been a few steps behind her – she had heard her tiny whimpers – and had been taken past her doorway, presumably to another room. When the man had taken the bag off her head, she saw that he and his partner both wore black balaclavas. Leanne figured that was a good sign: if they weren’t showing her their faces, they weren’t intent on killing her.

      She hoped.

      They left her as quickly as they’d deposited her. As she lay on the sagging single bed with no more than a thin blanket for warmth, she concentrated on locking the details and events so far into her head, ready for when she was safe again and asked to give a description. When she was safe, she told herself. Not if. She was skilled at staying positive, even during the worst parts of a race when the pain reached critical and she still had a way to go. Her racing mantra played in her head now: “I give myself permission to win. I give myself permission to win . . .”

      She pulled on that inner strength now, because she knew if she didn’t she wouldn’t survive it. How she wished with all her heart she was with her parents now and she could take back the row they’d had that morning about Christmas Day. It all seemed so trivial now.

      I’ll be back for Christmas Day.

      Nothing had happened since her arrival; that now seemed like an age ago. and since she was not wearing a watch, she’d already begun to lose track of time. Without a window to the outside world, she had no way of seeing whether it was day or night. The place was silent; there were no sounds of trains passing nearby or aeroplanes above. There’d been nothing whatsoever since she entered the small, dim space. Either she was in the middle of nowhere, deep in the countryside, maybe, or she was deep inside something else, a room in a much larger building possibly. The only way out of the room was through the door she’d entered by – and that was kept locked.

      I’ll be back for Christmas Day, she told herself.

      Christmas Day was her goal. If she was going to get out of the room alive and well, that alone would keep her going – she had to have something.

      The sound of the door being unlocked brought her back to the present, all senses on high alert. Leanne sat up quickly against the wall, holding her breath, and waited for whoever it was to enter.

      It was a young woman.

      Her long, lank hair spilled over her face, which was equally grubby; her eyes barely lifted from the floor. She was carrying a tray of food – Leanne’s first meal. She watched as the woman locked the door behind her again, taking no chances Leanne might bolt. Taking the woman in, Leanne relaxed a little and let the wind back out of her lungs as the woman placed the tray on the end of the bed. She was not much more than skin and bone, Leanne noted, no match for a strong fifteen-year-old girl, Leanne thought.

      “Your food. Eat.” It wasn’t much more than a whisper, but with an accent, though Leanne wasn’t sure from where. Eastern European perhaps?

      “Where am I?” she tried, but the woman did not reply. “Please, I need to know.”

      “Eat. No more food.”

      “Please! Tell me where I am!” But the woman was already hurrying back to the door. Leanne leapt off the bed and started after her but someone must have been listening in and was ready with a key to unlock the door on the other side. It opened rapidly and the woman disappeared back through it, the key turning before Leanne reached it. She threw herself against it and began banging with her fists, screaming to be let out, her racing mantra forgotten as she sobbed for her mum and dad.

      Her sobs died in her throat as a woman’s scream sounded on the other side of the door.
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      Leanne froze. Was it the woman who had just been in her room, or someone else? Maybe there were other girls and women being held here. Maybe it had been the little girl from the van.

      She turned to the tray of food. The bowl of once-hot orange soup tasted like it had come from a packet. A stale bread roll accompanied it. Leanne hadn’t eaten since late lunch at the garden centre, so ripped the stale bread into pieces, soaked them in the soup, and grimly began to eat. If she was going to keep her strength up, she had to eat something. She hoped and prayed the food was safe and not full of sedative – or worse. Shame they’d given her only a plastic spoon and not a metal one, a possible weapon.

      There was nothing else on the tray save for a glass of water, which she drank down; she was not really thirsty, but it would fill her stomach. At least they might let her out to use the toilet and she could gain some valuable insight into what was on the other side of her door.

      Several hours after she’d eaten her soup and bread, she heard a key in the door again. She sat bolt upright, back to the wall, both eyes focused on the door as it opened into the room.

      This time the visitor was a man.

      And he wasn’t wearing a balaclava. That wasn’t a good sign.

      Her stomach rolled. Did that now mean she wasn’t going to get out alive, or that they had no plans to ever release her? Was he one of the ones from earlier, or another? Her bottom lip began to quiver in panic as the man approached the bed, his eyes never leaving hers. Leanne held his stare, fighting to keep herself calm. He sat down on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under his ample weight, and smiled slowly, a smile that rolled her stomach again, threatening to bring the orange soup back up into the room like a hosepipe. He wore a dated comb-over that tried its best to cover a balding scalp; his stomach hung over his shell suit bottoms where his stained T-shirt couldn’t reach, like raw sausage meat spilling over a mixing bowl. It was the same pinkish colour. Leanne swallowed hard as the man reached a fat, fleshy hand out towards her thigh, watching her all the time. then pulled back at the last minute as Leanne screwed her eyes tight shut in anticipation of contact. Then the man did something she hadn’t expected – he laughed at her. She opened her eyes but didn’t say a word.

      “Relax, you’re not my type. Too big, too old,” he said mockingly.

      Leanne understood exactly what he meant but forced herself to speak, willing her voice to sound strong and even.

      “What am I doing here? Where am I?”

      “You are a fly in the ointment. But I dare say you could be a useful one, though I’m not sure how or where yet. You don’t need to know anything more.”

      “What about the other girl that was in the van, where is she?”

      “Ah, now she was part of the plan, a young chrysalis waiting to become a glorious butterfly one day.” His smile played with the orange soup inside of her and she swallowed hard to control it.

      “Is she here too?”

      “Oh, yes. But you won’t be seeing her again.” He rose up as if he was done, had said what he came to say, though really there had been nothing.

      “I need to use the toilet.” She was grasping at straws.

      “I’m sure you do, but you’ll have to wait – or do it in the corner.”

      “In what, my soup bowl?” she said sarcastically, unable to help herself.

      The man’s hand whipped out and landed a stinging slap across her face. “Yes, I guess you will,” he said calmly. He smiled as she rubbed her face. “You’ll soon learn how to behave so we all get along.”

      Leanne watched in silence as he walked back to the door and left the room. She heard sound of the lock reengaging on the other side.

      All alone again, she let the floodgates open into the stale pillow so they wouldn’t hear her. Leanne at fifteen wasn’t as strong as she thought she was.
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      Chloe had always been sporty, had always enjoyed the limelight when she romped home across the finishing line first or second. School sports day had always been her favourite part of the term. She must have been in the front of the queue when long lean legs and power had been handed out. Chloe loved her athletics and even though the sports centre was nowhere near her home, she made do with the running track she’d created for herself on the quieter back streets of Manchester. It gave her the outlet she needed as a teenager. Like many girls her age, she carried the world’s troubles on her shoulders – albeit her own small world.

      Then one day her world had erupted like a volcano. At first, she’d put the heavy morning sickness down to anything but the suspicion she was pregnant. But soon reality had set in, and as her pregnancy progressed, her clothing style changed to a much looser look. But still, neither of her parents had noticed that their daughter was knocked up. And that suited Chloe, because if nobody noticed and spoke of it, she wasn’t pregnant – was she?

      Except she was.

      And not through any misdeed of her own. While her friends from the estate often sported bruises on their faces and arms, the abuse Chloe was dealt at her mother’s hands was far worse: night after night, for as long as she could remember, her mother would give her a glass of sedative-laced milk at bedtime and let grubby strangers into her young daughter’s room to have their way with her.

      And that was how the pregnancy had come about – and how Chloe’s mother had found out about it: a punter had expressed his displeasure at her growing belly and had told Chloe’s parents he wouldn’t be back. No longer a money-making machine, Chloe arrived home one day after school to find her bag packed and a note on the kitchen table telling her they had moved to Scotland to take up a new job and she wasn’t going with them.

      There was £200 in an envelope to help her get settled somewhere. “Stay with one of your mates in the meantime,” the note said. It had been in her mother’s handwriting, and not even a kiss or good luck at the end of it.

      She’d stayed the first couple of nights at a friend’s place until the girl’s parents had asked her to leave; they didn’t want someone cluttering up their sofa, they said. So, she’d decided to thumb it and catch a ride south to the bright lights of London. Her lift had taken her almost to the City centre, where she’d got the tube the rest of the way in, figuring the centre would be where it was at.Whatever ‘it’ was.

      Kings Cross had been her home on that first night, and she swore it wouldn’t be on the second. She’d moved on to Croydon the following day, where she had wandered the streets aimlessly until she’d all but collapsed outside a small café. The owner had made her some tea and toast. If it hadn’t been for Roy taking pity on her, who knows where she would have ended up, and with whom.

      She’s been allowed to sleep on Roy’s sofa for a whole week, no strings, and he had helped her find a place at a women’s refuge where she could stay until the baby was born. After that, the worker told her, the council would find her and her baby a more permanent place to live. Naturally, they had thought she was older than she was, and when they talked about foster homes, Chloe had scarpered quick smart. With less than £200 to her name now and no way of earning anything, she knew it was going to be tough and had braced herself to be ready. Roy had told her she could pop in occasionally for tea and toast, but that was all he could offer. Now, she had to make it her own way – on her own, broke and her baby due to make its entrance at any moment. Until it arrived, she’d manage.

      And so, on a freezing cold night a few days before Christmas, she gave birth outside Selhurst train station in a dingy, draughty doorway. No one had bothered to stop and see what all the noise was about; everyone was in too much of a hurry to get home and out of the cold.

      Folks were only ever concerned about themselves.
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      Chloe was at Roy’s, a habit she couldn’t shake, though she didn’t really want to. There were only a couple of people in her world now, and Roy was one of them. The other was an older lad called Billy whom she’d met at a soup kitchen one evening a couple of weeks or so; they’d kept each other company for a couple of hours. His ‘place,’ which was where he stored his few belongings, was in an unused garage on Pitt Street that belonged to an old lady who allowed him to squat there as long as he was quiet. It wasn’t far from the train station and was one of the few houses that had a garage, though most people parked on the street these days. Chloe had stayed with him a few nights, as mates, and they were careful not to let the old lady notice, nor the neighbours, for fear she’d throw them both out. The old side door entrance was useful in that respect, and they were careful to come and go when the street was quiet. But it was relatively safe and dry, and Billy had turned out to be a good friend as Chloe adjusted to life living rough. He also knew about the baby, though Chloe had threatened him with death should he tell anyone about her leaving it in the church porch.

      Nobody else knew.

      “So, when do I get to meet Billy, then?” Roy asked as he placed another mug of tea in front of Chloe.

      She wrapped her hands around it for comfort. “You want to meet him? Why?”

      “I don’t know, really. Make sure he’s suitable?” Roy was smiling as he said it and Chloe giggled a little, like the child she really was.

      “He’s suitable to be a friend, and he’s nice. You’ll like him for sure.”

      “Well, next time you call in, bring him for tea and toast too. I’m sure he’d appreciate it. It’s been bitter these last few days.”

      “Thanks, Roy. He would appreciate it. I didn’t want to take advantage of your generosity; otherwise, you’d have a shop full of homeless people queuing up.”

      “I can’t feed everyone, but I can look out for you, I’m sure. Which reminds me – I’ve some extra blankets for you. I had a clear-out so they’re yours if you want them.”

      “Thanks. They’ll come in handy.”

      Roy sat down for a moment, and it was plain to see he had something on his mind. He spoke in a low voice, though there was no one else in the café to overhear anyway.

      “Listen, Chloe. I couldn’t help but notice you’ve lost weight – quite a lot, actually. Only there was a story on the news a couple of nights ago saying a baby had been found abandoned on the steps of a church. I wondered if perhaps you’ve been pregnant and it was yours?”

      Chloe dropped her head, unable to meet Roy’s eyes. Should she tell him the truth? Could she trust him with such a secret, a man she’d only known for a handful of weeks?

      He tried again. “It’s okay if it was. The baby is safe and well, by the way. I saw it on the news. Only I thought you might need some medical attention too.”

      “I’m fine!” It came out too fast and too loud. Shit. She’d given the game away. “Now look what you’ve made me do!” She stood in a hurry, slopping tea over the tabletop. “You can’t tell anyone – promise me, Roy!”

      “Your secret is safe with me, Chloe, but let me take you to a health clinic. They don’t have to know who you are, but they can check you out. You don’t want an infection, now, do you? There are places you can get help. Just to be sure.”

      She sat back down, a sulk on her young face, a face that was trying to be more grown-up than she felt at that moment.

      Barely audible, she said, “I’m fine, Roy, really I am. But thanks. I can’t risk this coming out, that it was me. I didn’t do it lightly, you know.” Tears started to fall; Chloe was powerless to stop them.

      “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been,” Roy said gently, “but it was probably for the best until you get on your feet. Are you still in touch with the father? Does he know?”

      “No, I’m not, and I don’t want to talk about it!” Chloe snapped. She wasn’t about to answer questions about who the father was; it was too painful to think about. And she didn’t know anyway.

      Roy backed off and was quiet. After a moment, he took her hand in his. She snatched it away and wrung both hands together in her lap, the tears still streaming down her face.

      “Sorry, Chloe,” said Roy, abashed. “I’m sorry for bringing it all up and upsetting you.” He changed the subject. “Look, why don’t I grab the blankets and drop them at the end of your road by the bus stop. Perhaps you and Billy could pick them up from there in, say, two hours? Then you don’t have to carry them all the way. And while I grab them, take a hot pie for each of you. I’ll be closing soon anyway, and they’ll only go in the bin.”

      Chloe knew they wouldn’t have; Roy would have them for his evening meal later. But since he was offering. . . She nodded.

      It was warming to know that someone cared about her, even if they were almost a stranger. She’d take that.
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      “Your friend Roy must be a good sort. These extra blankets are magic while it’s this cold,” said Billy, as he and Chloe sat huddled in their makeshift home together under the new blankets. The two of them had made their hot pies last, relishing the warm tasty gravy as they chatted, a torch between them for lighting. It was far from ideal, but compared to what some others had who slept rough, it was deluxe accommodation.

      “He is, isn’t he? I expect he gets a bit lonely all on his own, has time to help others that drift by, like me. He reminds me a bit of Roy Cropper off Corry. My mum used to watch it. He’s a gentle soul, too.” Chloe licked the last of the gravy off her fingers, wishing she had another pie to follow, but there was only a sliced loaf on offer. It would have to do. “Want a piece of bread?”

      “No, I’ll save mine for breakfast, thanks. Which reminds me, how much money have you got left? Enough for food tomorrow?”

      Chloe wrestled her purse out from under the blankets and Billy opened his wallet. They pooled all the money they had between them on the candlewick spread that, in its day, had probably been a pretty shade of pink. Chloe wondered why Roy might have had a pink bedspread at one stage; it wasn’t exactly a single man’s colour. Maybe he’d married at one time, or had had a woman friend. She busied herself counting the coins and the couple of notes.

      “We have a grand total of thirty-six pounds and forty-two pence, so we can eat for a few more days if we keep it frugal, but that bit will soon run out. I think I should start begging again tomorrow – what do you think? I hate nicking stuff. It’s not right.”

      “Nicking is quicker, though. It’s too cold for you to sit out begging, and the shoppers that are out have their minds on present lists, not people like you and me. Meagre offerings at this time of year.” The thought of Christmas made him smile. “What wouldn’t you do for a place at a Christmas feast? All those hot roast potatoes, chicken legs and lashings of gravy. What heaven, eh?”

      Chloe had to admit it sounded good. “There will be a dinner somewhere though, won’t there? I mean at the soup kitchen? Or one of the shelters?”

      “Yeah, there will be, and we’ll queue up like the rest and enjoy it, but it won’t be a patch on what my old gran used to make. She made the best roast spuds this side of Watford.”

      “Well, I’m going to find myself a dry doorway tomorrow and make myself comfy and see what we can get,” Chloe went on. “If we can get twenty pounds, that will give us a buffer; then we can buy some toothpaste and a brush. My mouth tastes disgusting most of the time, plus a shower wouldn’t go amiss either. I’m going to the shelter tomorrow, see if they’ll let me in and get clean.”

      “I’d go in the morning rather than when it’s dark again – far safer. Be good to have a mobile shower unit, eh? One that parks at the end of our street?” Billy was back to dreaming. He’d been on the street way too long.

      “Billy, you really live in a land of hope, don’t you?” she chided him. She finished the last of her slice of bread then gathered their bit of money back into their purses. They never stored all the money in the same place. Personal robberies were too common and they couldn’t risk someone else getting their hands on it all. It was their bit of lifeline and all they had.

      “You seemed a bit upset when you came back from Roy’s,” said Billy. “Did something happen?” Billy had wanted to broach the subject earlier but decided it was best to give her the space he’d quickly learned she needed. Now seemed like a better time: she had food in her stomach and they were both relaxing in relative warmth. In the low light of the torch, he noticed her drop her head at the mention of meeting Roy. Gently he prodded her again. “A problem shared and all…?”

      Taking a deep breath, she said, “Roy knows about my baby. He put my sudden weight loss and the abandoned baby in the news together and asked me, and I gave the game away like a fool. Now someone else knows,” she said despondently, but what was done was done. “He said he won’t tell anyone, but he wanted me to get checked out somewhere. Well, it’ll be obvious the baby was mine. I bet they don’t have too many getting checked after giving birth that don’t go through the regular channels. Someone’s bound to be suspicious.”

      “Surely they won’t tell if you ask them not to? Privacy and all – doesn’t that count?”

      “Maybe abandoning your baby is an offence. I don’t know. I never looked it up. Remember, Billy, I stupidly ignored what was going on, hoping it would go away, and it didn’t. I had to give birth that day, ready or not, and I knew I couldn’t keep her, so I did what I had to. Whoever takes her home from the hospital will do a whole lot better than I could in this mess, and I’m not going to prison for wanting better for my girl. It’s not like her dad could have taken over.”

      Billy’s ears pricked up at the mention of the baby’s dad. It was the first time she’d mentioned him. When she didn’t elaborate, he left it be.

      Chloe was quiet for a moment, then said, “I wonder how she’s doing, what they’ve called her.”

      Placing a comforting arm around her shoulder, Billy leaned in and said, “This close to Christmas, I expect they’ve called her Mary.”

      “Mary.” She tried the name out. It was appropriate, and she hoped someone was looking over her, keeping her safe, giving a better life than her own had been. “I like that. Mary. At least I can refer to her with a name now.”

      Billy squeezed her shoulder gently. If Mary gave Chloe comfort, then that was a good thing.
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      It was every officer’s nightmare when children went missing, mainly because they knew the statistics on a child ending up safe and well. If they hadn’t wandered home of their own accord within the first few hours, it meant something more sinister was at play. In the case of Leanne Meadows, it seemed to Jack and Eddie that they were looking at possible abduction. The skid marks at the side of the road strongly suggested that something had gone wrong while she’d been changing her flat. The fact that Kate Bryers had also gone missing at around the same time and from the same location pointed to a connection between the two cases.

      Eddie and Jack were on their way back from interviewing some of Kate’s friends in their homes; all the children were home for Christmas holidays now, meaning they couldn’t simply interview them as a group in the school gymnasium as was usually done. Unfortunately, nothing helpful had come out of any of the conversations, only tears and distress for their missing friend.

      “Why was someone so young even out in the lane at night in the dark?” asked Jack. “There are no street lamps along there. Couldn’t her parents have taken the damn dog for a pee themselves?”

      “It was all part of her responsibility, one of her chores. No different to other kids, I suppose, but with hindsight, it seems a bit risky. But then no one ever expects their child to be abducted, and that’s what we’re saying has happened,” Eddie said.

      “Do you think they’re together?”

      “Probably, though I’m still thinking Leanne was in the wrong place at the wrong time, what with the puncture and all. I only hope that if they are being kept together, they are able to comfort one another until we can find them. Wherever they are. I must admit, we have zip to work with; no one has seen a thing.” Eddie looked as despondent as he sounded as they turned into the station yard.

      “Do you think it’s sex-related, that paedophiles have taken them?” Jack asked.

      “Had it only been Kate missing, I’d say it could be, though there is no direct evidence to that effect. But Leanne would be too old, wouldn’t she?”

      “Depends on the customer’s taste, I suppose. It’s a dark world behind some folks’ closed doors. Human trafficking doesn’t discriminate, and includes all age groups, not only children. But I agree: on the surface, we’ve said she was in the wrong place, not the target. When will forensics have something? There must be at least a tyre track to work with, or a cigarette butt.”

      “I’m hoping for something later today. I’ve tried to push a favour through.” Eddie turned and smiled at Jack. Jack grinned back. He knew how Eddie worked, particularly with one of the women who worked in the labs.

      “Oh? What have you promised her this time?”

      “A curry out at that new place on the high street.”

      “Don’t suppose you want me to come along for a threesome?” Jack was only teasing. His ideal night was a curry in front of the TV with Janine.

      “Bugger off. No way!”

      Eddie shut off the engine and he and Jack jumped out and hurried towards the back entrance where a uniformed officer was braving the cold and finishing his cigarette on his break. Ice-cold rain had been pelting down all morning and showed little sign of stopping. The sky was heavy and leaden grey. It was no weather to be outside in, thought Jack as he brushed rain droplets of his coat.

      “Coffee to warm up, then I’ll give the lab a buzz, see if I can’t work my charm,” said Eddie. As they walked through to the squad room and the coffee cupboard, Jack heard his name being called from behind. He turned to see Clarke about to catch him up.

      “What’s up, Clarke?”

      “You had a call from the DNA lab. Apparently, you were asking them about a new DNA test? Here’s the number to call to speak to someone directly. You need to ask for Barbara Winstanley. She’s the scientist working with it, fam something or other. No doubt she’ll explain it.” Jack took the yellow Post-It Note and looked at it before grunting his thanks and following Eddie into the cupboard. The kettle was coming to the boil.

      “What’s all that about?” Eddie asked.

      “Ah, it may be nothing, but I thought I’d give it a go. It’s for the abandoned baby case. I’ll let you know if it comes to anything.”

      “Not a lot to do there, is there? The baby will go to a foster home and be adopted, right?”

      “Yeah, but it would be nice to find a parent for the little mite, don’t you think?”

      “And how are we going to do that?”

      “Well, nothing came up from the report on the evening news, but there is a DNA test that I’m looking into. Hence this message.” Jack flashed the yellow note. “I’ll let you know what comes of it.”

      “Don’t go wasting your time, Jack. We’ve two missing children out there. Baby is safe for now, probably better off where she is than with the woman that dumped her. Now, am I pouring you a coffee or not?”

      Jack knew when he was being silenced on a subject and nodded for coffee. But there was no way he was going to forget the little one. If he could find a way to figure it out, he’d do it in his own time if need be. He knew from experience that when an officer discovered a baby abandoned, it stayed with them most of their lives; they were always wondering. And while he wasn’t the one who had handed her in, he had been the one on duty that day and had gone to the hospital and seen the tiny bundle with his own eyes. That made him her tenuous guardian in his mind, and he’d do what he could. Taking the steaming mug back to his desk, he picked up the phone and dialled the number, hoping Barbara Winstanley was available to talk.

      He was glad he’d called her.
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      What Dr Winstanley had told him had given Jack hope, though that hope was balancing precariously on a seesaw of protocol and data. Still, there was a chance. Thanks to science so new it wasn’t even officially available yet, it seemed there was a possibility of finding out who the baby’s parents were. While Jack knew the baby’s mother would have her own reasons for abandoning her infant, he also knew she might want to make contact with the child in the months or years ahead. He also knew that the child herself might want to find out who her natural parents were when she was old enough.

      There was a small gift shop in the lobby of the hospital, offering helium balloons, small bouquets of cheap carnations and chrysanthemums in plastic funnels filled with water, and an array of greeting cards spinning on a swivel stand. Jack considered taking the baby a balloon, but “Congratulations!” seemed inappropriate for a small being that had been wrapped in an old coat and left to fend for itself alone. He picked up a small pink stuffed rabbit and went to pay the cashier.

      “Congratulations. Your first?” she enquired.

      Her assumption flummoxed him for a moment, and then he replied simply, “She’s not mine, actually.”

      “Shivers, I’m so sorry. I just assumed…”

      “I know. Don’t worry.” He smiled briefly to show there were no hard feelings and took his change along with the rabbit, heading to the maternity floor and the special care baby unit.

      He was heartened to see the ward sister, Monica, was on duty as he buzzed for entry. She waved as she walked towards him. With a click of the door, he slipped inside.

      “Hello again, Detective. Have you some news for us? I’m assuming your visit is about the baby that was found?”

      Jack fiddled with the rabbit in his hands then remembered he needed to hand it over. “I thought I’d drop by and see how’s she doing, bring her this.” He proffered the pink toy and Monica took it from him, petting its head lightly as she did so. “But as for news, we have nothing yet, I’m afraid. You probably saw the news?”

      “Yes, we all did. Sad, isn’t it? Though she’s quite well enough to go on to a foster home now, no damage done. She’s only in here because of the circumstances and the need for extra security. Social services will be taking her later today, in fact.”

      “May I see her, please?” Jack wasn’t entirely sure why he wanted to, but something was pulling at his conscience. “Does she have a name?”

      “Of course you may, and yes, we figured since it’s almost Christmas, the staff chose something appropriate – we’ve called her Mary. It seemed apt.”

      “Mary. That’s nice. And yes, festive too.” He followed Monica over to a cot at the end, where a little bundle wrapped in pink lay alone. She gurgled in her sleep, looking warm and healthy like any other newborn baby with a full tummy in a warm, safe place. A bubble broke from her tiny mouth and another formed behind it. Her left leg kicked up and down on the small mattress. Jack’s heart ached for a moment as he watched.

      “Hello, Mary. I’m Jack,” he said gently, waving a couple of his fingers at her. Welcome to the human race …. “I’ve brought you a bunny.” Monica handed it back to him and he tucked it at the corner of Mary’s cot so she’d see it when she woke up. More bubbles came and went as he watched over her, but he said nothing more, content to be in her company for a while.

      “I’ll leave you for a moment. I must get on. Come and see me before you leave if you would,” said Monica. Then she was gone.

      Jack pulled up a chair and sat by Mary’s cot, just watching her. Janine and he couldn’t have children, though they had wanted them. Janine had been devastated when the news had come that the problem had been with her, but they’d got through the rough days and the tears, had both pulled through in the end.

      Like Mary was now, being strong.

      Still, it didn’t stop the longing that they both still felt on occasion, occasions such as these when new babies came into their lives via friends and family. No, it still hurt like hell.

      “I’ve come to tell you something, Mary. I am going to try my absolute hardest to find your mum, I promise. There’s a new test, you see, and if your mummy or daddy is in our system for some reason, we might be able to figure something out with some new science.” More bubbles, and then another gurgle followed by a half cry.

      “Hey, shhh, shhh,” he soothed, not wanting to disturb her. He kept his voice gentle and low, as people do for the very young who are asleep. “I’ll see if we can get permission, eh? See what we can find out, who your mummy is. Will that be alright?” Another half cry, followed by a full one that caught the attention of Monica. He felt her behind him.

      “She’s due her lunch. Probably hungry,” Monica said, and Jack took it as his cue to leave her.

      “She’s a delight, isn’t she? I wish I could take her home myself. Anyway, there’s a new test I’ll need to get the relevant permission for, to see if we can trace her parents. It’s a long shot, but worth a try. What time are social services coming for her?”

      “Not until about four o’clock, I think. Why?”

      “I’ll need to take a swab from her mouth, gather a sample of her DNA. Hopefully, I can get the paperwork out of the way before she leaves. But if you wouldn’t mind, not a word to anyone; not yet, anyway.”

      “If you say so. Not my business, and as long as everything is in order with Mary and her welfare, that’s all I care about. Might see you later, then.” Jack thanked her and headed to the door as Mary picked up volume behind him.

      There was plenty to be done. Now all he had to do was find her mum.
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      After his conversation with Dr Winstanley, Jack needed some luck on his side. From what she’d told him, it was possible though barely out of trial mode. Jack was filled with optimism and had a spring in his step as he approached the office of his DI, Will Morton.

      As usual, Morton’s head was firmly fixed in the racing pages as he ate his sandwiches, ham and cheese with mustard pickle. There was a yellow blob in the corner of his mouth. It was the same filling every day. On Fridays, he had a packet of ready salted alongside. DI Morton was a creature of habit.

      It was probably about time he retired, many thought. His heart was already somewhere else, namely the Scottish Glens with a bottle of malt and his Red Setter close by. Still, he needed to give another two years to get his full pension entitlement and that meant a half-baked focus on many of the cases he oversaw. The brass would have been better off putting him on traffic duty and freeing up his spot for someone with a bit more go in them. But Morton was well liked, just ineffectual. Eddie, desperate to rise in the ranks and up his pay grade himself, had often vented his frustration but discovered it was a pointless exercise, as the DI’s boss preferred to leave the status quo in place. Rumours had developed behind Morton’s back that he had something on the chief inspector, something that enabled him to sit comfortably until it was time to retire, though nothing had ever been proven. Still, it rankled Eddie. Jack, for his part, couldn’t care less as long as he was left to get his own work done. He preferred to be a detective rather than climb the ladder and be a pencil pusher.

      Jack rapped his knuckles on the open door and, without looking up, Morton said, “Come in, Jack.”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “I’m a detective, not a fool. Plus, I saw you approach, so seeing you kind of gave the game away.” He spoke in a monotone, as he always did. There was never any energy in the man, and Jack often wondered if anything ever got Morton excited, anything at all. He pitied Mrs Morton.

      “Right, yes. I can see how seeing me might help,” he said drily. “Anyway, I need your signature on something, if I may. It’s for the abandoned baby case. I’m hoping to find the mother, make sure she’s okay too.”

      “You are aware abandoning your baby is a custodial offence, aren’t you, Jack?” Morton still hadn’t lifted his head from the racing post.

      “That I am, sir, but in extenuating circumstances, like other crimes, we have some discretion, and that’s why I want to take it further. If she’s a young lass, she may be scared. She may have come from a broken home or worse, so until we see, my concern is merely to find out what happened. So I need your signature for a new kind of test.”

      Finally, Morton looked up. “What is this test?”

      “Glad you asked. It’s called familial DNA testing, and rather than checking for an exact match, it checks for close family member matches. It’s based on the assumption that people who share a large number of genetic markers are likely to be closely related, so if we have either parent already in the system, it could throw out some possibilities. Or even their parents could give us something, another generation of DNA. It’s brand new, sir. Janine heard about it on a news story on the radio, and I spoke to one of the researchers earlier.”

      “Well, if it’s so new, does it stand up in court?”

      “Doubt it at this stage, but at least it could help with the first aspect of finding Mum, eh? Do I have your permission?”

      Morton wiped the yellow pickle stain away with his handkerchief. He sat up properly, looking at Jack.

      “Why the interest in this case, Jack? Haven’t you got enough to be doing with two missing children out there only days before Christmas? Don’t you want them home opening their presents on Christmas morning, all nice and safe and snug? Because I know I do.” Morton’s face resembled that of a maths teacher quizzing a student who didn’t know the answer to a basic problem. He was going a bit pink around the edges. Undeterred, Jack stood his ground.

      “I do, of course, but this child also deserves to be safe and snug on Christmas Day with someone who loves her. I’ll do it in my own time, if that’s what you want. I’m intent on helping her any way I can, so please, will you sign this form to allow the test to go through or not?” Jack could hear his tone change and he corrected himself quickly, not wanting Morton to get uptight about it. He needed his signature, after all.

      “Let me look, then,” Morton conceded, and Jack passed the document over, waiting nervously for Morton to take his pen and sign. After a heavy sigh, Morton scrawled his name across the signature section, handed it back, and stuck his nose back in the racing post.

      “Keep me updated.”

      Jack was dismissed, it seemed. Containing his desire to smile until he’d left the room, Jack went straight to the fax machine and dug in his pocket for the yellow note that he’d written the number on. The familiar dialing tone sounded as he waited for the machine to connect, then he watched as the page was slowly sucked through the machine. In a matter of moments, his message would be on Dr Winstanley’s desk. Now all he had to do was get the child’s DNA on a swab and get it off to the lab, and that meant getting back to baby Mary before 4 pm when she would be taken into care. He checked his watch: plenty of time, but still, he’d go now and get it done. No sense leaving it until the eleventh hour.

      Grabbing his coat, he headed out, shouting over his shoulder to Eddie that he’d be back in an hour.
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      Sister Monica Johnson was waiting for him when he arrived on the ward.

      “What’s going on? Have you found something?”

      “Not quite, but I’m hopeful of a bit more to go on soon. In the meantime, I need a swab from baby Mary, from inside her mouth. Are you able to do it for me, please?”

      Jack was almost breathless with excitement, and Monica picked up on his vibe. “Er, yes. Do you have the kit with you?”

      Jack removed it from his coat pocket. It was nothing more than a long cotton bud enclosed in a plastic tube with a lid and label on it. He’d already filled the details out, though without a surname.

      “I’ll only be a minute. Please wait here.” Jack watched as Monica made her way to back to Mary’s cot at the end of the ward. A moment later he had the sample in his hands.

      “Still no news since you were last here? Nothing from the security cameras, I’m guessing?” she asked him.

      “Unfortunately, that’s correct, but now I have this.” He raised the thin tube in his hand. “I’m hoping the gods are smiling on us and we start to get somewhere.” He gave her his brightest, most encouraging smile, thanked her again and turned to leave the hospital once more.

      By the end of the day baby Mary would be taken by yet another stranger and placed with a foster parent until her future could be decided up. It was probably a good thing the poor little mite knew little of how much her life was being directed from behind closed doors by yet more complete strangers. It wasn’t the best start to life, but as a foundling, she had little choice. Someone had to make the decisions.

      

      Jack hurried to his car, pulling up his collar against the sleet. He needed to get the tube over to the lab so they could start work on it, and with Christmas holidays about to start, he didn’t want to waste another precious moment. He was hoping someone might take pity on the case and bump the job up the queue. Unlike Eddie, Jack relied on good manners and conscience to get what he wanted. He was hoping Dr Barbara Winstanley would appreciate his way of doing things.

      He pulled his scarf tighter around his neck. He’d felt on the edge of a cold for a couple of days and was anxious to keep it at bay and enjoy Christmas without being ill. Perhaps a hot toddy and a soak in a hot bath later would help. At the lab, he braced himself against the icy air as he dashed across the wet tarmac towards the front entrance. The glass doors opened automatically and he gathered himself in the lobby. The receptionist at the solitary desk looked bored.

      “Soon be Christmas,” he said, smiling at her, but she didn’t look convinced that it would change anything.

      “Who are you here to see?”

      “Dr Winstanley, but I’m happy to go up to her. She doesn’t need to be bothered coming down,” he said, giving her another winning smile.

      “Sorry. Can’t do that, since we’re a lab and all.”

      Jack was tempted to exclaim ‘No shit,’ but refrained, again. Manners.

      “Who shall I tell her is here?”

      “DC Jack Rutherford.”

      He waited while she made the call.

      “I have a DC Jack Rutherford here to see you.” Try as he might, he couldn’t tell what was being said at the other end. After a moment, she rang off and glanced back up at him. “She’ll be right down. Please take a seat.”

      Jack smiled at her again, but declined the seat offer and instead leaned against the wall by the lift, supposing Dr Winstanley would make her entrance from there. He wasn’t disappointed. The lift pinged its arrival; she must have come straight down after she’d gotten off the phone.

      As the doors opened, Jack did a double take. The woman in front of him nothing like what he’d been expecting, but he instinctively knew it was her. She held her outstretched hand in front of her as she stepped into the foyer.

      “We meet at last, Detective Rutherford. Nice to make your acquaintance.”

      Nice, and articulate too, thought Jack.

      “Indeed, and yours too. Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”

      Her bright-blue eyes twinkled as he spoke, and Jack idly wondered if she was wearing coloured contact lenses, but since the rest of her was equally as beautiful, he figured not. Her hair was styled in a short blonde bob that accentuated her fine features, and her pale pink lips were almost as mesmerizing as her eyes. In short, she was a natural beauty, which confirmed in his mind that those blue eyes were for real. Jack dragged his mind back to more important thoughts and stuttered for a moment, words jostling for order before he spoke again.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard about baby Mary on the news?”

      “I have.”

      “Well, this is her DNA,” he said, holding the tube out, “and about all we have to go on. I’m hoping this will work.” Jack flashed his best smile yet again, and Dr Winstanley returned one of her own.

      Then, tilting her head to one side she asked, “She’s special to you somehow, isn’t she?”

      Taken aback, he replied, “Um, yes, I suppose she is. It’s obvious, then, is it? I must try harder.”

      “Yes, and no. I mean yes, I can see it, but no, don’t try harder. You shouldn’t have to hide it. The little one has you on her side trying to help her, and while she doesn’t know it yet, I’m sure she’ll appreciate your effort and involvement when she’s older.”

      Jack nodded and looked at the floor. He felt a blush rise and hoped it didn’t show.

      “I can see I’ve embarrassed you.” She put her hand on his arm and added, “I’ll get this going right away, Jack. Let’s see if we can get a result before Santa comes down the chimney, give her a special Christmas present.”

      Recovering, he said, “That would be perfect if you can. I really can’t thank you enough. Here’s my mobile number, day or night. As soon as you have a result I’ll call in and get it.” He handed his card over and she slipped it into her lab coat pocket.

      Smiling in his direction for the last time, she said, “I’d better get to work then,” and pressed the button to call the lift, leaving Jack to exit with a grateful wave and venture back outside into the freezing cold.

      Again.

      Good manners and humanity generally worked in his favour. He must tell Eddie.
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      Eddie looked pleased about something when Jack returned to the office. He walked back to his desk, wringing his hands animatedly to get some warmth back into them after the short trip in from his car.

      “What’s up, Eddie? You look pleased about something.”

      “Finally, we have something to work with. The tyre tracks at the end of Sparrows Lane near the drag marks or skid marks or whatever they were – the tyres are Continentals, which are used mainly on Transit vans, and given the depth of tread, they’re probably new ones. They got some good casts of them with the wet weather – the mud was good and soft. I have a uniform checking if any of the residents down there have a van like that, which I’m suspecting not, then I’ve organized with traffic to filter out van drivers travelling that road for the next twenty-four hours to pull them over and see whether they were on it when the girls disappeared. If we get lucky, we can look inside a few of them at the same time. Long shot, I know, but it’s something.”

      “Have the press been told yet?”

      “No. I don’t want to spook the actual culprits until we’ve done some checks, then we’ll go to the press. Those vans are ten a penny, predominantly white, and sold all over the UK and beyond. But we’ll need the public’s help. Someone may remember seeing a van as they drove by but didn’t realize its relevance at the time to come forward with it. No doubt we’ll get the usual red herrings when we’ve put the press release out – everyone knows a man with a van these days, and some folks are happy to dob someone in, particularly an ex.”

      Jack nodded unhappily in agreement. The press was a help to get the word out, but the majority of the responses would end in wild goose chases, he knew.

      “Let’s hope it throws us a bone to worry, then,” he said.

      A call across the squad room interrupted their conversation, Clarke stood at her desk, telephone in her hand.

      “Boss, you’ll want to hear this,” she said, and both men walked over to her. “Uniform reckon one of the residents saw a dark-coloured van; the mention of one must have jogged his memory. He was nearly back at his place after taking his dog out and saw it at the end of the lane, though from quite a distance. He said he knew it wasn’t a car – the headlights were all wrong and it was virtually dark – but he’s sure it wasn’t a white one. Nothing else to report other than it was only there a moment or two.”

      “Well, that’s something at least. We can narrow it down. Thanks, Clarke. Let traffic know what we’re looking for, will you? No point in stopping the white ones at this point.”

      “Right. Will do, Sarge.”

      Jack checked his watch. It would be dark again in another hour, making van sightings even more difficult; a set of headlights approaching made it hard to see the vehicle they were attached to. But time was marching on and they needed to do something.

      Eddie must have read his mind. “I know, Jack,” he said, “but it’s the same time of day and if it’s a local driver, we could be in luck. Best we go out there, too, and give them a hand. Grab your scarf. It’s bitter cold.”

      Jack wondered if it was a day for stating the obvious, and once again he refrained from adding ‘No shit.’ “I’ll be right there,” he said. Manners and all.

      After two hours of sitting in their tin can half a mile north of the checkpoint, they had spotted precisely two dark-coloured Transit vans and radioed ahead. Neither had resulted in anything. Neither was from around these parts, and neither of them had passed by on the day of the abductions. And more importantly, neither of them had Continental tyres with the same tread pattern.

      It was almost 6 pm, and Jack was ready for his dinner. He called ahead to Janine to let her know he’d be home later and tell her not to wait for him. After ten years of marriage, she was used to his last-minute plan changes and told him to keep warm. It was freezing out there.

      Was there no escaping it?

      “Here’s another,” Eddie said, and did the necessary, radioing to the boys ahead. They both watched as the van’s red tail-lights went on and the driver pulled over.

      “Please let us catch a break. Please,” Jack muttered under his breath.

      But after a few moments, they watched in dismay as the van drove off again. The radio crackled and, sighing, Jack picked it up.

      “Better luck that time,” said the constable. “Same tyres.”

      Jack and Eddie looked at one another and grinned.

      “Great!” said Jack. “We can follow that one up at least. Were they locals, by chance?”

      “Negative. From out Tilbury way. So still not that far.”

      “Worth looking at in more detail, though. Tilbury Docks springs to mind straight away when you mention Tilbury. And the things that go on in containers. But let’s not jump to conclusions yet. It’s the first of many more we’ll come across, I expect.”

      “I agree. We’ll keep on, and you do what you need to do to follow up,” the PC said. They rang off and Jack hung the mic back on its hook. He looked across at Eddie.

      “At least it had the same tyres. It’s a start,” he said.
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      She’d shivered most of the night under her thin blanket and had barely slept at all. The man’s visit had scared her, sending her emotions spiralling, the tears streaming until she had no more left to give. Her face had stopped stinging from his slap some time back, but her face was red and swollen anyway from crying so hard. Leanne wasn’t stupid, and while the sting from his hand had gone, she could still feel the sting of his words.

      “Relax, you’re not my type. Too big, too old.”

      Was the other girl in the van more his desire? Was she here in the same building, or had they moved her? Disposed of her, even? But a more urgent question was what had she found herself mixed up in if she wasn’t what he wanted? And furthermore, did that make her surplus, put her in even more danger? She’d seen his face and knew from movies and crime shows that that was never a good thing – she’d be able to identify him.

      The sound of a key in the lock again startled her. What could they want this time?

      Leanne hoped it was only someone else bringing food.

      The overhead light bulb went on and she struggled to focus after the darkness even though it wasn’t particularly bright. But it wasn’t the man; it was the woman from yesterday, the same dank hair half covering her petite face, grubby clothes, and she was carrying a tray. She thanked her lucky stars it wasn’t the fat repulsive man from yesterday – was it yesterday? As the woman made towards her, Leanne heard the lock being fastened again. Someone was guarding outside her door, though guarding who against what she’d no idea. Was the woman a prisoner too?

      “Food. Eat. No more,” the woman said to her now, her eyes staying low. In the crook of her elbow hung a plastic shopping bag and as she put the tray down, she handed Leanne the bag. “Warmer clothes. Put on. Cold.”

      “Thank you. Toilet, please?”

      “No toilet. Bucket.”

      “Please, I need the toilet,” Leanne said, her voice rising in frustration. She shuddered at the thought of her own waste building up inside the small room. It smelt bad enough as it was; the tatty carpet in the corner already soaked with her urine, and hers wasn’t the first to have been deposited there, she was sure.

      “No toilet. Bag,” the woman said, her voice rising a notch in reply, eyes darting rapidly to anywhere but Leanne’s own.

      Leanne spoke to the woman again, deciding on a softer approach. If she was a prisoner too, maybe Leanne could befriend her for her own needs, as a way of escape. “Do you live here too?” she asked with a small smile. The woman shook her head slowly, choosing to answer without actual words. Leanne watched her as she picked up the tray from yesterday and made her way back to the door. Hurriedly she said, “Thank you,” hoping her gentler demeanour would encourage the woman to talk on her next visit. Being locked in a room all day and not knowing where or why she was there was distressing enough; she had to figure a way out. There was a click of the lock turning and the door opened briefly, allowing the skinny woman to slip through the door. Then it was relocked. Was there someone stationed outside the door all the time, she wondered? She doubted it. Probably the guard was there only for when the woman entered in case Leanne tried anything on.

      She could overpower the frail creature. But to what end?

      There was no doubt Leanne was big for her age, and strong too from cycling, but she needed a chance to use them to do any good now. She turned her attention back to the tray of food and the plastic bag. The food looked as appetizing as a bowl of wet cat biscuits, but she needed to keep her strength up. Dutifully, she spooned the sloppy mess – probably cold cereal – into her mouth. A mug of pale and tepid tea followed it down, and that was breakfast. It filled a small corner inside her otherwise empty stomach, and for that she was grateful.

      Leanne then turned her attention to the plastic bag and tipped the contents out onto the narrow bed. Track pants, a long-sleeved top and some socks, all of which looked like they’d once belonged to someone else – another prisoner, perhaps? She touched the grey sweatshirt and idly wondered whose it had been and what had happened to them. Had they gotten out of the building alive? She pulled the socks on over her own thin ones, and then pulled on the track pants and shirt, hoping for comfort in the layers. It was better than nothing; there was no heater in the room.

      With nothing else to do, she flopped back on the bed and took comfort under the thin blanket. What she wouldn’t do to see her mum and dad right now. How she’d cry on their shoulders and tell them how sorry she was for being an ungrateful cow, how much she appreciated what they both did for her. If only she’d accepted her mum’s offer of a lift, she’d be tucked up snug in her own bed instead of here in this hell hole. The tears flowed again as she stuffed her hands into the track bottom pockets to keep them warm. But there was something there, something long and smooth, right at the bottom of one of them. From her touch, Leanne instinctively knew what it was but pulled it out for confirmation.

      It was her weapon, ready for when she chose to use it.
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      She turned the teaspoon over in her hands; its handle had been filed to a point. She assumed the frail woman who had brought her food had put it there. While a key to the door would have been the ideal gift, the spoon would have to do for now. When the time came to use it, there’d only be one chance to get it right. She’d have to choose her moment carefully. It seemed someone was on her side at least, and she felt sure it wasn’t the man with the sausage-meat stomach. Leanne sat up on her mattress, the thin blanket around her shoulders, twiddling the spoon between her fingers. Her fingers were the coldest things about her now; she’d have killed for a pair of mittens. She estimated it had been several hours since the woman had brought breakfast, assuming the meal had been breakfast, and Leanne idly wondered what her next meal might consist of. Would there be another gift, perhaps? One thing she knew was that if her secret benefactor was the woman, she’d work on getting her on side even more, and hopefully find out what had happened to the young girl she’d arrived with. Was she close by? As she lay on her bed earlier, she thought she’d heard faint crying noises, but wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it or not. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to ascertain where the noise had come from – up or down, one side or the other. Was it the girl? Were there other girls besides herself?

      Standing up, she walked over to the door and crouched down again to look through the keyhole, but as with the previous times she’d done so, the result was the same – nothing. The key was most likely still in the lock, blocking her view. There was a slim gap under the door itself, the perfect depth to drag a key back through, her way out to freedom if only she could dislodge it out of the lock. She’d tried to push it out from her own side with her spoon, but it had been fruitless. But there had been a draft blowing through, directly into her eye, and that meant she wasn’t inside a building with many rooms like a hotel or boarding house. It meant the outside world was not that far away.

      Still crouching at the door, she listened for voices, for movement, for cries even. Hearing nothing, she decided to give the key another go. There was no point sitting freezing, waiting for something appalling to happen to her, because it would do if she stayed put; otherwise, why hold her prisoner? It wasn’t for ransom; her parents weren’t well off. If the man had said she was too old for him, she wouldn’t be too old for someone else’s perversion, and she didn’t want to take the chance of finding out. Grabbing a piece of newspaper that had been left in the room, she tentatively pushed it under the door, ready to catch the key when it fell, hoping it wouldn’t make too much of a clatter as it did so.

      She pushed the length of the teaspoon into the lock and prodded the end of the key gently, increasing the pressure gradually so as not to send it shooting out and missing the newspaper altogether. Then it would be obvious what she’d been up to, and she would be in even more danger. After a minute or two of patient and gentle manipulating, she felt the key start to give, but as warm optimism filled her cold soul, it was washed away in an instant.

      Someone was coming.

      But what to do with the newspaper? It was too obvious sitting out on the other side of the door like a flag. If she pulled it back in they’d be bound to see it moving and know she was up to something, but if she left it there, they’d surely ask why. Her mind scrambled to come up with a story as she bounded back to her bed and blanket. She jammed the spoon under her pillow. The footsteps weren’t small like the woman’s; they were heavy and sounded tense, the tread of someone on a mission. Leanne held her breath and forced herself to look defiant as the door banged open.

      It was the man with meaty hands, his face deep pink like bubble gum.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded, waving the newspaper at her.

      Leanne’s heart sank to the soggy cereal in the bottom of her stomach. “I wondered if you had anything else to read. I’ve read that paper.”

      “What, so you thought you’d put it out like an empty milk bottle, to be replenished? You’re not in a hotel, you know. We don’t work like that around here. Don’t you get that? Otherwise, a chef would be cooking you a full English in a morning, not a bowl of cereal.” Raising his voice to a full shout, he added, “Are you a stupid bitch or what?”

      Leanne watched as his face became a deeper pink with the effort of exerting himself. The veins bulged in his neck.

      “I’m sorry,” she stammered. All thoughts of staying strong vanished as the burly figure approached her bed and she prepared herself for his hand to make contact. She scrunched her eyes up tight and raised her hands to protect her head, waiting for the inevitable.

      She smelt him as he spoke, felt his putrid breath warm on her ear as he whispered to her.

      “That’s more like it. Less cocky and more submissive. It will be better for you in the long run. Who knows – you might even get to enjoy it.”

      Leanne didn’t move a muscle until she’d heard the door open and close again, the turn of the key. The hammering of her own heart was the only sound in the stillness.
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      After three full hours sat in a freezing cold doorway on a piece of cardboard, all she had to show for her efforts was £3.60, barely enough for a mug of tea and a biscuit. Billy had chosen a different spot. Their plan was always to cover two places at once; that way they doubled their chances of attracting sympathetic passers-by. She stretched her legs and groaned. She needed the toilet. And she was hungry. She hoped Billy was faring better than she was.

      “Any spare change, sir?” she’d asked almost every male that had walked by. Most of them had hardly glanced at her, and most had not bothered to answer. Only one male had stopped, had taken some pity on her in the cold and tossed her a £2 coin. Her only other donation was from a young woman not much older than herself, who had supplied the other £1.60, all she had in change. Chloe had thanked them both heartily, but no one else had volunteered to share. Chloe found it easier to coax money from the men who passed; they were less critical of her somehow. The women, however, took the time to glare, show their contempt for the unwashed who made the streets their home. They didn’t seem to see them as humans at all.

      Chloe knew she looked a sight; she was hoping to grab a shower after the lunchtime crowd had scurried back to their warm shops and offices. Even though this was better by far than living with her vile parents, what she would have given for a warm office to sit in and munch on a Penguin biscuit with her mug of afternoon tea. Inwardly she smiled at herself; she was getting more like Billy each day.

      

      By 1.30 pm, she couldn’t hold her bladder any longer and decided to call it quits and move on – to the toilet at least. She gathered her piece of cardboard and the makeshift sign asking for change and headed towards McDonald’s, where she knew it would be warm. Inside, she could use the loo and wash her hands, if she was quick and the manager didn’t sling her out as soon as he spotted her. She hung back near the front entrance until a group of five teenagers approached together, then added herself to the back of them, hidden relatively well by their big coat hoods and scarves. Once inside, she filtered off towards the back of the building and waited out of sight for the toilet door to open, which she’d catch and slip through. So many cafés and fast-food chains had codes on their toilet doors to stop the likes of her going in, as well as tourists who merely wanted to relieve themselves without making a purchase.

      The warmth of the restaurant was comforting. Her pink, chapped face and fingers smarted as they thawed, but there was no time to linger – the toilet door was opening. Now was her chance. She held it back for a Japanese lady who was coming out and won herself a quick nod and smile. The gesture reminded Chloe how much she missed positive human contact. No one wanted to hug her, touch her arm, dish out a warm smile or say something welcoming; it was all negative, crappy, soul-destroying negative. At least she had a friend in Billy, and vice versa, but still, a hug went a long way to not feeling like a sewer rat all the time.

      There was no one in the toilet room. The three cubicles were empty, so she took advantage of the space and gave her hands and face a good wash with the available hand soap. Running a basin of warm water, she soaked her chapped hands, relishing the warmth, until another woman entered and stared at her in disgust before going into one of the cubicles. When she’d finished and come out again, she tutted as she washed and dried her hands at the opposite end of the room, no doubt not wanting to get too close. Chloe was tempted to say something, but kept her mouth shut. The older woman’s camel coat looked expensive, and Chloe wondered why she was in McDonald’s and not supping tea from a china cup out Knightsbridge way.

      “What are you staring at?” the woman questioned.

      “I was admiring your lovely coat. Nice and thick, I expect,” Chloe said with a small smile.

      “If you got a job, perhaps you could buy one,” the woman replied curtly, and then hurried back out into the restaurant. Probably with the grandkids, Chloe thought. She washed her face, and briefly wondered if she should try and wash her hair in the basin and dry it under the hand dryer. She decided not to bother; someone would probably report her. No, she’d have to hope for that shower. Finished in the bathroom, she made her way back into the restaurant and the smell of warm burgers and chips, her stomach growling in hopeful anticipation that would not be fulfilled. Chloe was nearly at the exit when she spied an unattended tray with two burger boxes and two packs of fries; the customer had probably gone to get extra salt or something. She quickly glanced round to see if there was anyone making an obvious beeline for the food, and when nobody appeared to be moving towards it, grabbed both boxes and both packs of fries and joined the stream of people leaving, her stash pressed close to her stomach to conceal it as best she could.

      Once out the door, Chloe turned left with the throng and kept moving until she came to a side street and slipped down it. Nicking wasn’t something she enjoyed, but it was a darn sight easier and more productive than begging in a doorway on a day like today. Opening one of the boxes, she smiled at the Big Mac inside it. She reached for the first packet of fries and emptied that in beside it. She’d save the second burger and fries for Billy, she decided, and laid them both carefully inside her shoulder bag. He’d enjoy them later back in the garage, she was sure. But right now, it was time to eat, and she made herself comfortable on the cold floor and prepared to dig in.

      The stench of urine around her went unnoticed as she devoured her first hot meal in a while.
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      Chloe licked the last bit of salty grease off her fingers, glad she’d washed them before she’d stolen the food. She felt bad about stealing, but she assumed the person she’d stolen from could afford a replacement meal, unlike herself. The small amount of money she’d earned so far wasn’t going to keep them in much more than a cheap white loaf for dinner, some cheese or plastic meat filling if they were incredibly lucky. But her stomach felt good for now, and as tempted as she was to tuck into Billy’s burger and fries, she restrained herself, knowing how much he’d appreciate it later, and that he wouldn’t dream of depriving her had it been the other way around.

      It was quiet in the side street. The hustle and bustle on the main thoroughfare had also died away, but Chloe knew it would start up again a few hours later when workers began the mad dash to train stations and bus stops for the journey home.

      Home.

      It was only natural to miss the creature comforts of what she’d had in her life, and even though her parents couldn’t have cared less about her, she’d had a warm bed and there was always food on the table. Even if it hadn’t been much, it was more than she was getting currently. Her mind wandered to her own brief parenthood and the baby girl she’d left in the church porch. Her heart ached again, but she knew it was all for the best. Had the hospital named her Mary as Billy had suggested? Whatever name they’d chosen for her, Chloe would always think of her as Mary. One day she hoped to meet her, explain her actions to the girl and hope to make amends, but that would be light years away. But for now, she had to earn some money and she hoped the afternoon shoppers would be a touch more charitable as she gathered her meagre belongings and set off back up towards the high street to find a different and more productive spot than the morning. The smell of burgers and fries inside her bag gave her comfort. It would be a nice surprise for Billy later, albeit a cold one. Still, he’d not grumble.

      Billy had fared a little better in Croydon town centre. Having jumped a train ride, he’d made his way from East Croydon station into town, the walk keeping him warm after the steamed-up carriage of hot bodies. He’d been tempted to sit a while, but without a ticket, he knew he’d be kicked off. He had waited on the platform for the right moment to dodge out the turnstiles. He’d spent the morning in an empty doorway like Chloe had, but Billy had his cheeky personality on his side, which he used to his advantage. If he could have sung and busked, he would have, but he could do neither, so he fell back on his sense of humour.

      “Spare a shekel for an old ex-leper?” There weren’t many people that hadn’t heard of Monty Python and The Life of Brian. And even if they didn’t toss him a coin or two, it made many of them smile, something Billy fed off because at least it was a smile, a warming human emotion.

      “Spare a shekel for an old ex-leper?” he said again, trying to catch the eye of a gentleman approaching, feeling sure he’d appreciate the humour. He was wrapped up warm in his coat, his scarf almost covering his face to keep the chill out, thick gloves on his hands. Billy saw the man take a glove off and feel inside his coat pocket, then pull out a note and some change. Billy took his spiel up a notch in volume. As the man arrived in front of him, Billy repeated it, looking the man straight in the eye, hopeful. The man spoke first.

      “If I give you this five-pound note, what will you buy with it?” No smile as yet; Billy was going to have to work for it.

      “My girl wants a new toothbrush and some toothpaste, so I’ll start with that. With the change, something other than bread. Man can’t live by bread alone, you know.” Billy painted on his best smile and willed the man to part with his cash.

      “I guess you are a Monty Python fan, then?”

      ““That I am, sir. Bloody do-gooders.” Billy gave another cheeky smile as he quoted from one of the most famous scenes. Finally, the man showed the start of a smile, and Billy knew he had him.

      “Then go and buy her a new brush and paste to go with it. She’s not Roman by any chance, is she?”

      “Oh no, sir. What have the Romans ever done for us?” Billy laughed as the man finally handed the note over.

      “What the hell. Take it all,” he said, adding the loose change too, making a total of nearly £7. “Buy yourselves something to eat to go with that bread.”

      “Thank you, sir, thank you!” Billy called after the man as he slowly walked off. “Very kind of you, sir!” he called, and the man raised a backwards hand over his shoulder in acknowledgment. Some folks could be generous with both time and change, and Billy was grateful for both from the stranger. He wondered who he was and where he was headed. Perhaps he’d see him again on his return trip. Maybe he’d stop and chat a little more. Billy pocketed the money and smiled to himself. He needed to stop and buy Chloe a toothbrush and paste on the way home later. There was a budget grocery store not too far away.

      But first he needed to get back to work.

      “Spare a shekel for an old ex-leper?” he called to anyone who would listen.
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      Jack parked the car in the driveway of their semi-detached home. They lived on a quiet street, not far from the town centre. It was only the second home they’d owned together. The first had been a small flat not far from their current spot, and they’d saved hard to make it up another rung of the property ladder. With Janine and himself both working full time, they had done well for themselves though it had been a struggle at first to meet the mortgage repayments. While their friends were going out on a Saturday night to the cinema or for a meal, Jack and Janine would rent a DVD and stay in with a budget bottle of wine, and Janine would make a nice supper. They’d never been flash with their cash, and since they enjoyed each other’s company, staying in with a movie instead of going out didn’t much matter to either of them. One thing all their scrimping and saving had taught them, though, was the value of money. Their home had become their savings bank for the future, a place to start their family in. Unfortunately, Mother Nature had had her own agenda, and so the spare room had never been turned into a much-yearned-for nursery. Instead, it now contained boxes of stuff they no longer used – board games, old books that stood no chance of being read again by either of them, clothes for the charity shop, an old iron. All in all, the room looked messy, drab and sad.

      Jack was stood in there now, looking through the window out into the darkness dappled in orange sodium at the other houses in the street, the odd car making its way back home for the night. They knew a few of their neighbours, and their street over the years had become like a bowl of stew with various ethnicities continually coming and going, the pot’s contents changing constantly. There were a couple of houses where more senior owners still lived, most now on their own, their partners long gone, Jack and Janine were the decent neighbours who looked in on them occasionally. And that reminded him that he hadn’t done so in a few days. With the current cold spell, he’d call in on them all tomorrow. He looked around the small room again and tutted at its lack of purpose; they could do better with it. Maybe a room for him to relax in, though why would he sit upstairs when he could be down with Janine? Perhaps a sewing room for her; she’d used to enjoy making clothes for herself but couldn’t recall her doing so for some years. He’d have to ask her.

      “Jack,” Janine called up the stairs, “dinner is ready.”

      “On my way,” he called back. He headed down, thoughts of the spare room fresh in his mind. He took his seat at the table, where a plate of hot meat pie and gravy awaited him.

      “This looks good, love,” he said, grabbing the salt pot, something he always did before he’d even tasted the food, and something Janine could never understand.

      “How do you know if it needs it before you’ve tasted it?” she’d asked him on so many occasions that now she didn’t bother. She gave him a questioning look anyway.

      “What?” he said, smiling, though he knew anyway. He tucked in, gathering mashed potato onto the side of his fork.

      “What were you doing up there”? she enquired, and waited for him to finish his mouthful before he answered.

      “I was in the spare room. We should do something with it rather than leave it gathering stuff that should be at the charity shop. It’s a real waste.” He cut a forkful from the meat pie and savoured it, gravy gathering in the corner of his mouth as he chewed. “Do you still have your sewing machine? You used to make clothes. Why don’t we make it a sewing room for you?”

      “Well, that’s a thoughtful gesture Jack, but I’ve not made anything for maybe ten years, and I don’t even have the machine anymore. Clothes aren’t that expensive these days and working full time, I’ve not that much spare time anyway.” She returned her attention to her own meal but added, “I get your point, though. It could do with a clear-out. Maybe we could decorate it, smarten it up a bit. It wouldn’t take long when it’s empty.”

      “Then we should do something with it. What about a lodger?”

      “Yes, I agree, but not a lodger. I like my space and privacy. And with you coming and going all hours, I’d rather know who was in the house with me at any one time. No, we’ll think of another use for it. Though if we can get the stuff down to the charity shop, I bet someone would appreciate the old board games and books at Christmas. It’s only a couple of days away.”

      Jack piled peas onto his fork and hastily bent to eat them before they rolled off. Only a handful made the journey and he mixed the remainder into his mash instead. They couldn’t escape from him so easily.

      “Let’s do it when we’ve finished dinner. I could drop them all in tomorrow when I go past as long as I can get a parking spot close by. I don’t fancy dashing in the rain getting soaked but I’ll be past again later so I’ve a couple of shots at it.”

      “Talking of shops, have you done all your Christmas shopping?” She smiled at him coyly and he knew exactly what she was referring to – had he bought her gift yet or not? There wasn’t much time left. Luckily, he had and could reply honestly.

      “I have bought your present, as it happens, my love. I’ve just got to collect it from the store. It’s all ordered and paid for,” he said in his best-satisfied tone. “You’ll not catch me missing Christmas present-giving. I’ve had all year to get it organized.”

      He looked smug, and Janine smiled at his cocky attitude as he pushed mashed potato and peas into his half-smiling mouth.
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      It looked to Jack like Eddie had been burning his candle at both ends again. He was rubbing his already swollen eyes as he entered the squad room. Jack and a few of the others including Clarke had already been in for a couple of hours, albeit to sip coffee and mull over the case so far while awaiting their official briefing from Eddie. And from the way Eddie looked, they wouldn’t be getting one until he’d had at least another two strong mugs full. Clarke glanced at Jack as she too noted the condition he had arrived in. Had he slept in his suit? Jack crossed the room and ushered Eddie to the coffee cupboard, where he closed the door behind them.

      “What the hell, Eddie?” he hissed. “You’re the boss, for goodness’ sake. What’s happened to you? We’ve all been here a couple of hours already. Where have you been?”

      “Long story, but I thought Sue wanted me back so I went round.”

      “And?”

      “And I was wrong. In fact, she was there with her new bloke and that got me pissed off so I banged a few times on the door with my fist.”

      Jack knew where the story was going. Eddie had a temper.

      “And the new bloke didn’t take too kindly to your knocking, and you ended up scuffling, that it?”

      “Pretty much. I went back to the pub for a couple, got hammered and slept in my car. And before you say anything, I know. I screwed up and I look like shit.”

      “On that, I have to agree. And you smell like it too, I’m afraid,” Jack said, wrinkling his nose up. “You’ll have to get off home and have a shower, take the smell of stale booze off at least. I’ll cover for you with Morton. He’s probably down the bookies, anyway. I’ve not seen him yet either. So turn around and get off, then you’ll be back in a better frame of mind to do some bloody detective work.”

      Jack couldn’t help raising his voice over the last sentence, because he meant it, whether Eddie Edwards was his boss or not. With more vans identified by the traffic cops, they had work to follow up with; there was no time to bother about whether Sue had a new bloke or not and deal with the fallout from Eddie getting inebriated.

      “Right. Back soon,” Eddie said, and made a dash for the door before anyone else stopped and smelt him.

      Jack shook his head. With more junior officers already in and working, between him and DI Morton, who the hell was supposed to be showing a bit of leadership? He took a couple of deep breaths in and out and felt a little calmer. If the team needed leadership, that left Jack to do the job. Clapping his hands loudly, he made his way to the front of the squad room. The crime boards displayed both Leanne’s and Kate’s pictures and precious little else save for an image of a dark Transit van that someone had probably lifted from a web page. The whole board looked far too sparse for his liking.

      “Listen up, everyone.” He waited until all heads were turned his way before starting the briefing. It wasn’t something he’d done much of before. “DS Edwards will be back shortly, so in the interest of time marching on, I’d said we’d go over the case together in his absence and fill him in later. So let’s get cracking.” He looked directly at Clarke. “Clarke, where are we at with the van list to follow up on?”

      Clearing her throat, she stood and addressed the other half dozen people in the room, a mixture of detectives and civilian researchers. “Thanks to traffic, we’ve a list of six to follow up with, and preliminary vehicle checks have been done with all of them through the system. I believe Mo has been looking further into owners and drivers. Mo?”

      As Mo stood, Jack couldn’t help watch as her midriff settled itself at the sudden movement of standing. As a researcher on the team, she spent large chunks of her day sitting in front of a computer terminal looking things up, usually with a packet of digestives close by her never-ending mug of tea. Her low-cut shirt showed off her ample chest, which was rapidly turning beet red from standing and addressing the team. It never got any easier for her.

      “Interestingly,” Mo began, “one of the vehicle owners is a name we’ve come across before, though not where minors have been involved. Remember that case a few years back when a woman was kidnapped and taken to Manchester? GMP found her in a derelict house on the outskirts of town, safe but severely traumatised, several weeks after her abduction. We never did find the real reason she was taken, but she did manage to identify one of the men in the ring. He was successfully prosecuted and served five years in Strangeways. Despite being offered a deal, he didn’t cough up the names of his accomplices, so that’s why he did time. He was released last year. His name is Martin Coffey, and obviously not the rather dead Martin Coffey.”

      “Dead Martin Coffey?” Jack asked, for the benefit of the rest of the room.

      “Yes, hanged in Strangeways in 1946 for murder. He was one of the last to be executed there, but no relation.”

      “So, Martin Coffey has a dark Transit van that was down here recently for us to spot it. That warrants a deeper look. Right – Mo, you get on to Martin Coffey and get digging. Let’s see his whereabouts. Find as much camera footage as you can from the nearby trunk roads close to Wickham and Sparrows Lane. See if we can place his van anywhere near there on the day of the abductions. If it was in or around the Croydon area, let’s know about it. Now, that’s going to take some time, but it’s all we have so let’s get to it. Good work, Mo. We have a name at least.”

      Mo’s ample cheeks reddened at the compliment, and he half felt bad about delivering the compliment publicly, though praise for a job well done went a long way. Heads swivelled back to computer screens and Jack walked briskly to the coffee cupboard for a quick one before DI Morton made it in.
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      By lunchtime, Jack’s stomach was growling like an angry lioness protecting her cub. He craved something hot and tasty and not the cheese sandwich that was sat on his desk. Through the opaque Tupperware lid, the outline of the roll looked meagre and unappetizing, and Jack wished there were a couple of hot fat sausages and a smearing of ketchup in it instead, but since he’d put it together himself before breakfast, he knew there was no chance of that.

      Not unless the fairies had been while he’d been away from his desk.

      Still, if the lion were roaring, the sandwich would tide him over until he braved the outside cold and a mobile food van down the side street not far away. Some men had a secret woman on the side or a quiet gambling habit, but not Jack. While he loved Janine, she did keep a tight watch on his diet, so secret hot sausage sandwiches were his side vice, although he tried to limit his intake. He set the cheese roll on the plastic lid as a plate and took two enormous bites, filling both cheeks with food so he looked like a giant hamster. The roll was gone in three more mouthfuls.

      The squad room was relatively quiet. Most desks were empty now, as his colleagues had also gone off in search of sustenance after a busy morning. The discovery of Martin Coffey’s name and the presence of his vehicle in the area had to account for something, and none of the team believed in coincidence. Jack wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve as he swallowed the last bite and looked at his watch. The charity shop would be open now, and the boxes were in his car, so he figured he might as well head over while things were quiet.

      “What the hell,” he said to himself, knowing he was using the trip to the charity shop as an excuse to arrive back via the mobile food van. He was only kidding himself. Jack grabbed his coat, wrapped his scarf around his neck and headed out to his car. For a change, the sky was pale blue like a faded deckchair left out in the sun too long, the sun barely warming the tarmac under his cold feet, but at least it wasn’t raining. Thank goodness for small mercies.

      Ten minutes later, he was looking for a parking space not far from the charity shop. He spotted a small green shopping trolley–type car about to pull out so he put his indicator on to show the driver he wanted the spot – he hoped his car would fit. Cars were building up behind him as he waited for the old lady to finally pull out; he saw her small dog balancing its front paws on the dashboard. He was tempted to use his horn to hurry her up, but a car two back honked so now he didn’t have to. Finally, she pulled out and Jack squeezed his in at an awkward angle, leaving the rear end hanging out into the road. The car that had honked swerved past him now, its driver showing his displeasure with a one-finger salute and a rev of the engine.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” muttered Jack. He stepped out of the car, opened the boot, and lifted out the two boxes of games and books, balancing one on top of the other. As he turned to close the boot lid, he could feel the lower box wobble and he fought to control the both of them before one or both fell to the pavement. He was about to scream an obscenity when a voice broke into his thoughts.

      “Steady on! Here, I’ve got it.” A pair of hands took the box from the top and nimbly prevented things from crashing down. Jack looked up and was surprised to see a face he’d seen before, and only recently.

      It was the young boy he’d seen begging, the Monty Python fan. Billy.

      “Hello again,” Billy said, his smile as bright as mirror glinting in the sunshine. When it registered who was back, Jack returned the smile. “Thanks for saving that lot. I was in a bit of strife there for a moment. I’m taking them to the charity shop. Had a bit of a clear-out last night and thought someone could make use of them over Christmas.”

      Billy took a look in the top box and noticed the game of Scrabble in its dented box.

      “You’re giving your Scrabble away? How come? It’s a classic.”

      “Ah, it’s not much fun when you know which of the two of you always wins. Seems pointless in some respects. Plus, she cheats, makes words up.”

      Billy laughed out loud and added, “That’s all part of playing it. My gran always cheated. Said it kept her imagination alive. I’ll give you a hand inside with the boxes. Lead the way.” Billy held on to the box with the Scrabble on top and followed Jack the few doors down to the shop. They both put a box each on the counter and waited for one of the volunteers that staffed the shop to come over.

      While they waited, Jack enquired, “Did you get the toothpaste and brush?” It seemed the thing to ask, though he wasn’t sure why. Did it matter if the lad had spent the money on cigarettes?

      “Of course I did. I said I would. She was delighted. A girl needs her little creature comforts, even in this life, on the street. Thanks again, by the way.”

      “Glad I could help.” There was a pause while they waited. The volunteer was busy helping someone choose a coat close by. “Look, I know it’s none of my business, but you seem a decent kind. Why do you live on the streets?”

      Billy’s face dropped and Jack immediately regretted asking such a personal question.

      “Oh, listen to me. I’m sorry. It’s not my or anyone else’s business. Sorry, lad.”

      “Most people don’t understand, think we’re vermin and should go and get a job. But it’s a long story and not one for today.” Billy gave a tight smile before adding, “I’ll leave you to it, then. Nice to see you again.” He headed towards the door.

      At the last minute, Jack grabbed the Scrabble and went after him, leaving the rest of the two boxes on the counter. The volunteer would get to them eventually.

      “Hang on a minute,” he said as he arrived alongside. “This might give you both some amusement – if you want it, that is. And once again, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s no problem, and thanks. It will be fun on Christmas Day.”

      Jack’s heart pulled a little, wondering where the young man and his girl would be sat when they played it; certainly not in a warm living room with leftovers for tea, he was sure. He reached inside his coat pocket for his wallet and pulled out a £20 note and a business card.

      “Look, buy yourselves something nice to eat when you play, and here’s my card.” He could see that the lad was desperate to take the money but resisting the urge. “Take it. I know it will come in handy. And if you get stuck, in any way, here’s my number. Just in case you ever need help, okay?” Their eyes met and Jack nodded, urging Billy to reach out to take it. They were both stood outside the shop on the pavement now. Shoppers bustled by in a continual stream, stuffed bags in their hands. The boy put the money in his trouser pocket, along with the card, then lifted his hand to shake Jack’s.

      “It’s super kind of you. Thank you. I’m Billy, by the way.”

      Jack took his hand and they shook. “And I’m Jack, nice to meet you, Billy.”

      “Well, you have a good Christmas if I don’t see you again,” Billy said, and waved as he moved of into the throng of pedestrians, leaving Jack to add a simple wave of his hand and set off in the opposite direction.

      Now all he had to do was collect Janine’s present, which seemed overly lavish now after meeting Billy again.
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      Jack couldn’t get Billy out of his mind. After driving back to the station, he’d forgotten all about his sausage sandwich, which meant something was seriously taking up his headspace. The kid seemed so cheery, as well as well-mannered, and he wondered idly as he parked up what his circumstances were, why he was living on the streets of south London and begging. He couldn’t have been more than about seventeen, Jack deduced; the kid had a youthful face behind the wispy hairs that would one day go on to be a beard. He was lucky he didn’t have to bother shaving every day yet, Jack thought ruefully, never mind the expense for someone with so little income. And he had a girl too, a friend, some company to go ‘home’ to, wherever home was. Maybe under a flyover, in a derelict building, a hostel even? What did he have in the way of comfort, of possessions, apart from a second-hand box of Scrabble?

      Jack had given him his number in case he needed anything, but he doubted the kid would ever call. More than likely he was too proud to ask for help – and certainly not from a copper – and he hoped the £20 note would buy Billy and his girl a bit of festive cheer, wherever they holed up. They’d both be freezing, surely; the weather hadn’t been on bright side of the homeless for some weeks, and worse was yet to come.

      Jack’s mind turned now to thoughts of another homeless soul, baby Mary. She’d have been picked up by her foster parents by now, and safe in a warm crib with a bottle of milk. Jack was glad of that, but what of her future? Would she be adopted anytime soon? He doubted there would be much of a wait for a newborn; the list of hopeful parents far exceeded demand. He thought about his and Janine’s anguish about adoption some years back. They would both have made wonderful parents, given the chance. Strange how anyone in any circumstance – rich, poor or destitute – could bring a child into the world and nobody batted an eyelid, yet apply to give a child a good home, and the hoops to jump through were endless, usually ending in being told by some bitter social worker that you weren’t quite suitable because they said so.

      After more than twelve months of interviews, scrutiny of their financial records and being vetted in every area imaginable, the process had come to a screeching halt. Their social worker had been suddenly taken off their case without explanation and they were asked to start to the whole process all over again. But neither of them had the emotional currency left to spend. The whole process had left them emotionally raw, totally despondent and almost broken. So, they’d decided to take a break from the process and retry a little later on, in the hope that the adoption process would have relaxed a little during that time. It never did, though, and they’d ended up withdrawing completely, feeling that’s exactly what the social worker and selection panel had wanted to hear. It had made no sense.

      Jack was aware of his name being called and he tuned back in to his surroundings. He was back in the squad room.

      “Something the matter, Jack? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” It was Eddie, back in and looking like he’d scrubbed up and had a shot of something energetic – like intravenous caffeine. Maybe he had; Jack wouldn’t put it past him.

      “Sorry, miles away.” Jack shook his head a little to rearrange his thoughts, like bringing the nuts to the surface in a packet of muesli.

      “Where’ve you been? I’ve been looking all over for you?”

      That’s rich. I’ve been the one covering for you.

      “I had an errand to run. Couldn’t wait. But I’m here now. What’s up?” Jack smiled to diffuse any tension from Eddie with his sudden change back into boss mode. The man was either all in or all out. It seemed he was back to all in.

      “We’ve got a name to work with. Martin Coffey. He’s been inside for—”

      Jack interrupted him. “I know. Mo informed us at the team briefing earlier, after you’d left. They are following up, looking for that reg plate with the private cameras along the main trunk road to see if we can trace the van’s journey, see where it came from, where it went on to. Have they found anything?”

      Eddie looked deflated. “Not yet, but it’ll take time. There’s a lot to find and search through. Still, it’s a lead.”

      Jack hung his coat on the back of his chair and sat down. Eddie remained standing by his desk. Jack sighed. “Best tell me which cameras I need to sift through then and I’ll get onto it.” It was Jack’s way of saying ‘yes boss, now leave me alone’ without actually saying it; he knew which battles not to bother fighting, even if Eddie owed him big time. Jack needed to be left alone. He had some thinking to do.

      It was nearly five o’clock before he came back up for air; there had not been a single sighting of the van in question. Sitting back and rubbing his tired eyes, he noticed the Tupperware box that had contained his cheese roll from earlier, the roll he’d moaned at, had wished was sausage and ketchup. Immediately he wondered what Billy would be tucking into this evening. Had he been serious about living on bread alone?

      Then an idea came to him. But would Janine go along with it?

      He’d ask her over dinner later.
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      Janine was a good sort and had readily agreed to Jack’s idea of having a guest or two at their Christmas table. Jack had explained that Billy seemed a sensible lad, and that he thought it fit to help where he could – if the young couple wanted his help, of course. Not everyone on the streets wanted off; some enjoyed the lifestyle, the freedom they got, though Jack couldn’t see why. Freedom could be found living in a proper warm home, surely? But each to their own. It was not Jack’s or anyone else’s place to dictate otherwise.

      “Now all I’ve got to do is find him and ask him,” said Jack, finishing his porridge and pushing the bowl away. “You make the best porridge, Mrs Rutherford,” he said, rubbing his satisfied stomach and reaching for his coffee.

      “You need a warm start from the inside on cold mornings like this. See you through till lunchtime, hopefully,” she said, gathering their bowls up and rinsing them in the sink. “And how do you think you’ll find him again? Billy, I mean.”

      “I’m a detective, remember? I find people. It’s what I do, and I dare say I’ll find him again. He’ll more likely be begging where I first saw him, so it’s as good a place to start as any. The hard part might be persuading them both to join us. But if they refuse, why don’t we send a couple of plates to their digs if I can wheedle the address out of him? That way, they can enjoy dinner, but without the stress of being at a stranger’s table and feeling they have to be on their best behaviour or whatever.”

      “Good idea. They win either way.”

      “Precisely. Well, I’d better get off,” he said, draining his coffee mug. “I’ll see you later, love.” He bent to peck her on the cheek before grabbing his coat and scarf and setting out.

      He was sat in his car waiting for his windscreen to defrost, the heaters inside on full blow and sounding like an aircraft engine warming up, when his phone rang.

      “DC Rutherford.”

      “Jack? It’s Dr Barbara Winstanley. From the lab.”

      “Morning Doc. I hope you’ve got your thermals on today. It’s a frosty one.” He smiled as he said it but wondered if he’d overstepped the mark as his quip went unanswered and nothing filled the air. He was about to apologise when she filled the space anyway.

      “Can you call in by chance? I have something to share with you and I’d rather explain it in person.” Jack detected the seriousness in her voice and doubted it was at his earlier comment. She sounded all business and it sounded important.

      “Right. Why don’t I come over now, then? I can be there in twenty minutes, if that suits?”

      “Perfect. See you then,” she said quickly and hung up, leaving Jack wondering what on earth she needed to talk to him about in person. Still, he’d find out soon enough.

      She was waiting in reception as he entered the building and Jack tilted his head in a questioning look. He tried not to notice how lovely she looked again, though her eyes were not dancing with the same energy as they had at their last meeting. Something was up.

      “Let’s go to my office,” she said quietly and pushed the buzzer. The lift doors opened and they both stepped inside. Lifts were never meant for small talk, even when the occupants knew one another even a little, and they stood in silence until they reached her floor. Jack followed to her lab. The sterile environment was cool but not cold as they passed through and headed to a small room off to one side. She closed the door behind them and offered him coffee from a small machine behind her desk. He assumed she must drink quite a bit of it to have her own fresh jug. He added milk and sugar to his mug and settled back, waiting for her to fill him in.

      “As you know, you gave me a DNA sample from baby Mary. I’ve run the test, giving it priority, and well, we have a result.” She didn’t sound too happy.

      “I sense something is wrong.”

      “You could say that. As you also know, the familial testing aspect is so new it’s only just officially possible. Well, we got a hit after I submitted the result into the database. And not quite the result I was expecting, if we got a match at all. Only about ten per cent of the population is in there, maybe less, and most if not all have been involved in a crime in some way.”

      Jack was starting to get frustrated. How long would she take to give him the answer before he had to physically drag it out of her? He knew all this so far. He nodded, urging her on.

      “The test we ran looks for family members through bloodline and gives us several results – again, only if they are all in the system. Well, in Mary’s case we got two results.”

      Jack felt like he was about to burst. “And what did the results tell you?”

      “They gave us a female and a male. The male was in the system from a while back, to do with a bar fight up north. Things had got ugly and a man got a bottle in his face. This male was involved somehow. You’ll have to dig out the details.”

      “And the female?”

      “Well, here’s the interesting thing. There’s an extremely strong match to your missing girl, Leanne Meadows. We have her DNA in the system from her hairbrush. So strong is the link, in fact, that she’s very likely the mother.” Dr Winstanley let that sink in.

      “So, you’re saying our missing fifteen-year-old cyclist is a perfect match to baby Mary’s mother, a girl that has since gone missing?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

      “I’m struggling to get my head around this, Doc. Her parents would have told us if she’d been pregnant, and since she was last seen out on her road bike on her way home from working at the garden centre, she can’t have just given birth the day before, surely? With nobody knowing?”

      “I can only tell you what the results say, and the profile matches in so many ways.” She paused. “Though there is one anomaly.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “It’s where the male comes in. It seems he’s the father.”

      “Great! We’ve found one of them at least.”

      “Not so fast, Jack.”

      “Oh?”

      “The male is now forty years old. If your missing girl Leanne is the mother at fifteen . . .”

      “Oh, shit. I need to find him, then.”

      “You’ll not need to go too far to do that.”

      “Oh? And why’s that?”

      “Because the owner of that particular DNA is Leanne’s dad, one Dave Meadows, the man in the bar fight.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t make any sense to Jack. A cyclist training hard for the champs, a girl missing since the day after baby Mary had been found, a girl showing no sign of being pregnant – there must be some mistake. There had to be something seriously adrift with the test; that was the only explanation. How could Jack go and question Leanne’s father about him being the father of an abandoned baby and his own daughter the mother, when she clearly wasn’t the mother? Meadows would think he’d gone mad, and would definitely not appreciate the accusation at a time like this. This type of DNA testing was so new; perhaps it had been read wrong, or had been contaminated somehow. But Dr Winstanley had been adamant – data don’t lie. There had to be another explanation. In the meantime, he had to be doubly sure about Leanne’s pregnancy and then take it from there. He was now on his way over to the Meadows’ house and hoped he found his tactful side before he opened his mouth with questions for them both. That was the reason he’d decided not to take Eddie along with him. The man had as much tact as a mosquito so had said he’d fill him in later. Mercifully, Eddie had agreed.

      With windscreen wipers working double time clearing the sleet away, he pulled up outside the Meadows’ home on Cedar Road and sat for a moment, engine running, hoping the weather would ease enough for him to get out. A twitch of a curtain in the front window told him he’d been seen, so he had no choice but to make a dash for it. He pulled his coat collar up and legged it, careful not to slip. The front door opened as if by magic.

      “Thank you,” he said to Mrs Meadows as she closed the door behind him and the warmth from the house touched his face.

      “Come through, Detective,” she said, and he followed her back into the familiar lounge where Mr Meadows was stood ready to greet him. He was holding one side of his face a little and Jack enquired if he was okay.

      “It’s nothing that a new filling won’t sort out,” he said brightly. “I can’t get in until after Christmas. I keep catching cold air in it.”

      “A toothache can be nasty. I find whiskey helps,” Jack replied, smiling, keeping the conversation light before he killed it with his questions to come.

      “Take a seat. Can I get you some tea?” Mrs Meadows asked.

      “No, thank you,” he said, sitting on the edge of the sofa and making the cushion sag awkwardly. “I have a couple of questions for you that I didn’t want to ask over the telephone, if I may. A little sensitive, actually.”

      “Go on.” It was Dave Meadows. “What do you need to ask?”

      Jack paused for a moment before coming straight out with it. “Could Leanne have been pregnant by chance?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Penny Meadows leapt out of her seat as if she’d sat on a firecracker. “I think I’d have noticed if she was, not that Leanne is like that. She’s fifteen, for god’s sake! I can’t believe you’re even asking!”

      Dave Meadows went to his wife, who stood wild-eyed, staring down at Jack on the sofa. If it had been a cartoon sketch there’d have been smoke coming from her ears, but it was no laughing matter.

      Mr Meadows finally spoke. “You obviously have your reasons, Detective, so why are you asking?”

      Jack cleared his throat gently. “I had to check the fact. I’m sorry to have asked. It’s all part of a line of enquiry, but you have confirmed what I thought the answer would be.”

      “You said you had a couple of questions. What is the next one?” Dave Meadows had taken over from his wife.

      Jack thought about how he might phrase the next firework. “Is Leanne your only child, Mr Meadows. Does she have any sisters or brothers, half-sisters perhaps?”

      Dave Meadows’ eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “What is this?” he roared. “Are you trying to make this as painful for us as possible?”

      Jack doubted he’d ever seen a man go so red in the face so quickly, and slowly stood to try and calm the tension in the room, his hands spread like two fans, gently pumping up and down.

      “I’m so sorry to have asked, but again, it needed confirmation. I don’t want to upset you both any further. It’s a painful time, I know. I’ll see myself out.” He had turned to leave when Penny Meadows spoke in a voice so low, he almost missed it.

      “She died at birth.” Jack wasn’t sure if he’d heard her right.

      “Penny, no. Don’t upset yourself. It was such a long time ago,” Dave said soothingly. “He’s asking about children still living, I’m guessing?” He turned to Jack, who simply nodded, not daring to say anything else that might upset either of them. But Penny wanted to talk.

      “Leanne had a sister. She died at birth.” Her words came slowly, deliberately and full of sorrow. “Only a little older, but older nonetheless. She’s in the cemetery at Adventist Church, the same one where that baby was found a few days ago. We named her Charlotte. You can check if you like.” She looked worn out from the effort and Jack guessed correctly that this wasn’t something that was ever mentioned.

      “Thank you. It won’t be necessary. I’m sorry to have asked.” Making his way to the front door with a polite nod, he could hear her faint sobs as Mr Meadows tried to comfort his wife.

      Back outside, he felt desolate at the destruction he’d left back in the lounge. Their answer had only confirmed what he had suspected, though he couldn’t have guessed about the death of an earlier child. He could only imagine the pain they were now going through, raking it up back up, not to mention the prospect of losing another if Leanne wasn’t found soon.

      At least it had stopped raining. The cold damp air somehow felt cathartic on his skin, a penance for the upset he’d put them through. He hadn’t asked how old the child had been, or how she had been taken from them, but the coincidence of Mary being abandoned at the same church jostled with the unanswered questions. He could find out back at the station, though, how Dave Meadows’ DNA had come to be in the mix. He wasn’t looking forward to asking that particular question.

      What a holy mess. Pulling away from the curb, Jack felt sadder than he’d been in a long, long time.
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      “Don’t be long,” her mum called out as Lesley closed the back door, her new Christmas puppy close at her heels on a lead. The small Golden Labrador looked everything like the toilet tissue advert with a personality to match, bounding along without having yet learned manners, chewing on her lead at the same time as doing everything else, her attention darting from one thing to another in double-quick time. Lesley’s parents had given her the puppy a couple of days before Christmas Day itself because it made more sense than keeping it cooped up and quiet somewhere. Lesley would have found or heard it, and since she’d been a little unwell after a nasty cold, they’d both figured it would cheer their daughter up.

      They had been right. Two mornings ago, they had both gone into her room, where she was reading a book, and presented the bustling box to her, its contents almost impossible to hide. Lesley had cried with delight. She’d wanted a puppy for so long but her parents had stalled and stalled until now. She’d named the little dog Dora after Dora the Explorer, and she now sported a pink collar with a nametag to match. The name fitted her personality a treat, and now she and her young mistress were virtually inseparable, Dora sleeping in a basket by Lesley’s bed at night. Lesley was responsible for toileting the puppy first thing when she got up in the morning and the last thing before sleep, though her father took her again before he himself retired to bed.

      They walked to the end of the road and back, as was their routine while Lesley was on her own. She was under strict instructions not to go any further. Dora and Lesley could go out again later for a longer walk when her father got home and could tag along with them both.

      “Come on, Dora.” Lesley chatted encouragingly to the dog, who was straining on her lead by her side. Dora was desperate to run and explore but, it was too soon for the little pup to be out and off her lead, so Lesley picked up her own pace and began to jog lightly to keep up with her new four-legged friend, whose tongue was now hanging out the side of her mouth. The end of daylight wasn’t far away; some streetlamps had already lit up, casting their amber hue on the damp pavement.

      The two were nearly at the end of their street. Lesley was telling Dora what she hoped Santa might bring them both and how she knew how much her grandma and granddad would love to meet her new friend. It was going to be the best Christmas ever. So engrossed was she in describing how Christmas worked and what it meant that Lesley didn’t hear the vehicle approach them from behind, nor the door open before it had stopped. Nor did she cry out when a giant hand covered her tiny mouth and strong arms pulled her back into a dark space, all alone save for the person that had dragged her in. The vehicle had then taken off with her muffled cries going neither heard nor answered, leaving her puppy behind to find her own way home.

      An hour later, her worried mother had gone out into the street calling for her daughter. She’d seen nothing of either of them and had immediately called the police. It wasn’t like Lesley to wander off or disobey her mother in such a way. Another hour later, when Dora had made her own way back, cold and tired after her adventure, Lesley’s parents feared the worst, knowing she would never have left the puppy on its own.

      Something had happened to their Lesley.

      It was Eddie who called Jack at home to inform him another young girl had gone missing, and that, like Kate a few days earlier, she’d been out at dusk all alone. A search party had been put together immediately. Uniformed officers were making door-to-door enquiries along the route the youngster had taken, but it seemed nobody had seen or heard a thing in the twilight. Many hadn’t been home from work themselves when it had happened.

      Abduction was the most obvious conclusion, considering what they were already dealing with. The parents had been questioned, a family liaison officer appointed, and uniform and volunteers had searched through the night resulting in a big fat nothing. Lesley Raby had disappeared. The cold was a worry if she was still out on her own, but there was nothing left to do but carry on the search and pray she’d simply got lost and had taken shelter somewhere to be found the following day.

      Then, when a shift worker who had arrived home unwell at around the time of Lesley’s disappearance told an officer he’d seen a dark Transit van but nothing else, nothing to cause suspicion, he didn’t realize how helpful he’d been. The team, and certainly Jack, didn’t believe in coincidences. They’d spent the night examining camera footage leading out from the area and finally, at nearly five in the morning, they had found what they were looking for: a dark-coloured Transit van with the same registration as the one they’d been checking into, the one belonging to Martin Coffey.

      “Coincidence my ass,” Jack had told DI Morton. It was time to bring Martin Coffey in for a chat.
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      “Any luck locating Coffey?” Eddie shouted into the squad room as he entered, his body oozing authority and focus for once. Maybe Sue was back on again, Jack thought, or there was a new someone to fill her shoes, more likely. He watched as heads lifted up from what they’d been doing before the arrival of their boss, who was now at the front of the room awaiting a reply.

      “Anyone?” Eddie pressed again. Mo stood up, almost toppling over in the effort but managing to steady herself at the last moment, sending the flesh on her bare arm trembling. She was the only person in the room dressed for late summer and Jack assumed she had her own personal central heating or, at the very least, a faulty inbuilt thermostat.

      “It seems he’s not been home for a while,” Mo began. “He has a house in Thornton Heath – nothing special, as you’d expect for an ex-con – but nobody has seen him for a week or so. Neighbour thought he might have gone away for Christmas. Seems unlikely, though, don’t you think? Where to exactly in this weather?” Nobody said anything. She referred to her notes. “No family around the south; all up north. He came down south when he left Strangeways, stayed in approved premises for a few months, then moved on to Thornton Heath. Either way, he’s not been home and not been seen.” She sat down again. The pink tinge that had risen up from her cleavage now covered her face and she took a deep breath to refill her lungs.

      “Thanks, Mo. What about sightings of the van registered to him. Anyone?” It was Clarke’s turn. She took the stage and added her findings. “It’s been like sorting cooked spaghetti into straight lines, but we’ve got two separate sightings, one on the M25 heading east towards Tilbury again and one on the high street here in Croydon yesterday. No visibility on who was at the wheel, but the reg matches, so the same van. Add that to our third victim going missing, a young girl of twelve called Lesley Raby, who didn’t return after walking her new puppy last night. We’re assuming the van had something to do with her disappearance. A dark Transit was seen in the area, as you know.”

      “Right. Good work,” said Eddie. “But I want Coffey in for questioning quick smart, so do what you have to do and bring him in. Anyone got anything else to add? Jack?”

      Since his news was nothing to do with the missing girls, he shook his head no. The DNA mixture from Mary was still puzzling him, but as it wasn’t relevant to Leanne’s case and since, according to her parents, Leanne definitely hadn’t been pregnant, it would only confuse things. He did, however, still want to ask Dave Meadows for an explanation, but after yesterday’s upset, he’d have to find the right moment to talk with him alone – preferably in an interview room. He made a mental note to call the doc again, see if she had any ideas as to the strange bowl of DNA stew and how the hell it contained what it did. There had to be another answer.

      “Right. Keep me up to date. I want to know the moment you find him and I want eyes and ears at his home address in case he shows. We’ll pick him up soon enough.”

      Since there was nothing further to say or report, Eddie headed for the coffee cupboard. Jack marvelled at the man’s lack of effort and idly wondered how his neglected team managed to cope so well and so cohesively.

      Tomorrow would be Christmas Eve. It was now extremely unlikely that either of the three missing girls would be home in time to unwrap their presents. All they could hope for now was that they were alive and unharmed somewhere, and preferably together for comfort. He thought of Billy and his girl. Janine had agreed for them to join their festive meal, but he hadn’t done a damn thing about trying to find the boy. Now with Lesley added to their list, the case was going to take all his time and energy, and had become infinitely more urgent. Depending on how the day went, he’d slip out later and do his best with the time he had left.

      Back at his desk, he picked the phone up and dialled Dr Winstanley. Perhaps she could throw some light on his DNA stew.

      “Hello again, Jack. How’s the case going?” Her voice was like honey on his inner ear.

      “Totally confusing, if I’m honest. At least the DNA case is. The other case, the missing girls – that’s simply frustrating, rather than confusing. But it’s baby Mary’s case I’m calling about. Have you a moment?”

      “Of course. How can I help?” He imagined her eyes dancing as she spoke and felt immediately guilty for thinking of it at all.

      “The missing girl, Leanne, was most definitely not pregnant, according to her parents, not even in secret. She worked at the garden centre and was training hard for the cycling champs, so out and out not possible. Leanne did, however, have a sister, but she died at birth so there are no more sisters, nor brothers, nor half siblings. Again, this is all according to her parents, but I’d still like to get Mr Meadows in for a chat. As you’d expect, they were both extremely upset when I left them both yesterday.”

      “Understandably. What can I do?”

      “Give me another scenario. How else could the test results have come to be? Somebody has to be the mother and, likewise, somebody has to be the father.” He tossed the problem back at the doc, his mental energy almost depleted, and rubbed his eyes wearily.

      What she said next didn’t help him any further.
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      The three men sat around the makeshift table in the kitchen, cradling mugs filled with cheap instant coffee. In the blue haze of three smouldering cigarettes resting between nicotine-stained fingers, tensions were high.

      “It’s your fault for bringing her back,” Martin shouted, spittle landing on the table in front of him. He didn’t attempt to wipe it away but left it gleaming like a glow-worm on a darkened cave wall. Nobody was going to say anything. There was no point riling him up any more. When Martin got angry, it was best to let him vent and keep your head down to avoid a stray backhander. Finally, Rob broke the silence, his brawn far outweighing his brains.

      “We couldn’t leave her there. She’d seen us! We couldn’t take the risk. If we had, we wouldn’t be sitting here now. More likely we’d be in a remand cell. Would you have preferred that?” The big man took a long drag on his cigarette to calm his nerves and stop himself from adding something else he might later regret. It wasn’t ideal, and certainly had not been part of their plan to have acquired a fifteen-year-old girl. It wasn’t their market. Her existence was causing them a problem.

      “Rob, don’t be a stupid idiot,” Martin said menacingly. Leaning into the other man’s big face he asked, “But why did you have to bring her back here? Why didn’t you deal with the problem somewhere quiet on the way back before she’d seen too much? She’s a loose end now. You’ve caused us a bigger problem we didn’t need to have.”

      “Come on, Martin,” the third man, Bernard, said. “Give us a break.” It came out almost whiny and he scrambled to rectify his tone, adding, “Rob and I had to make the decision quickly so we grabbed her. Yeah, it’s not what we planned, so we’ll get it sorted, won’t we, Rob?” He turned to the youngest of the three, the pockmarked muscle who did the grunt work for the trio. He’d only been working with the group a couple of years. Martin and Bernard had made their acquaintance inside, having shared the same wing. Bernard had been in for aggravated robbery, and Martin was in for his part in a kidnapping. When they’d both been released, they’d hooked back up and somehow Rob had tagged along. He was a friend of an acquaintance and pretty handy with his hands, though not in a DIY homemaking kind of way. Unlike his collaborator, Rob was fit and strong. Bernard was the pasty and overweight one.

      “Well, as far as we know, she’s only seen my face, not either of yours, so we needn’t panic yet. She’s still got a value if we offload her rather than get rid of her permanently. Why don’t I put some feelers out and see if we can’t get her moved on? With that blonde hair and her size, she could pass for eighteen easy enough with a bit of slap-on and some heels. Make someone a bit of money, like, not to mention we get a payday too.”

      Smoke puffed from their three mouths as they thought through what Bernard was suggesting. The air was clogged and almost devoid of clean oxygen. While it was risky that Leanne could identify one of them, she’d probably never see the light of day again anyway, and her new owners could dispose of her when the time came. Martin hated dealing with corpses. They meant too much evidence left lurking that could be linked back to them in a whole manner of ways, so he avoided them at all costs. Being linked to a murder, or murders, meant a good deal longer time in prison, a place he’d rather not go back to. What Bernard was suggesting took that aspect away and made good business sense.

      While Martin sat thinking, the others waited for his decision. The strip light overhead flickered a little, as though it too was giving its opinion on what to do. Finally, he spoke.

      “We’ll sell her on,” he said quietly. “Set it up, Bernard. Let’s get her gone. We haven’t got the room to keep her here any longer.” He stubbed his cigarette out on the old Formica tabletop. The ashtray was too full and overflowing for one more butt. He stood up to leave, stretching his arms above his head, then rubbed his stubbly face and gave a slight smile only big enough for him to notice.

      “Key still in the lock?” he asked almost innocently.

      “Fancy a bit yourself, do you?” Bernard asked. “Before she goes, give her a taste, eh? Dirty bugger.” He laughed.

      “With your tastes, I think dirty bugger is your domain, paedo. You’re the sicko. I like mine to have tits,” Martin joked as he made his way towards the hallway and the stairs.

      “Well, don’t soil the goods, will you? I’ll be hoping for top dollar for a young blonde,” Bernard called after him, and threw his head back laughing. He somehow managed to make a human being sound like a second-hand fur coat that couldn’t be dry cleaned – he had a knack for not giving a toss about valuing a life. Rob watched his co-partner and, rather than raise suspicion, laughed along with him, though inside he was far from happy. But what could he do without getting himself killed? He was in too deep now. The floorboards above his head creaked as Martin made his way to Leanne’s room.

      “Come on, I’m not going to sit here and listen to him grunting above my head. Let’s go grab some beers. I need some more ciggies anyway,” said Rob, and Bernard nodded.

      “Good idea. I’m half-starved anyway. We’ll call at Macca’s, eh?”

      Rob didn’t care where they went as long as he didn’t have to listen to what was going on upstairs.
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      Chloe threw her arms up and cheered. “I won!” she shrieked, the glow of the candlelight reflecting in her eyes – not for the first time, Billy noticed. They were playing Scrabble back in ‘their’ garage, which made a pleasant change, something to do with their time together and take their minds off being cold.

      “I’m not sure a couple of those scores were even allowed, that those were even real words,” he chided.

      “Such as?”

      “Such as Nokia. It’s a brand name, not a real thing,” he said, laughing, “so technically, it should be me that won.”

      “Spoilsport Billy. I won fair and square,” she said, putting the cream tiles back in the bag and folding up the board. “Where did you get this from anyway?” she asked, pointing to the game. They had precious little money for entertainment.

      “I bumped into a guy going into the charity shop where I was passing. We chatted a day or two ago. It was him that gave me the money for your toothbrush and paste, so we ended up chatting a bit again. I think he was checking that I hadn’t bought drugs or something. Anyway, he was dropping some boxes of stuff off and he gave me the Scrabble. For Christmas.

      “That was nice of him.”

      “Yeah. Seems like a decent sort. He gave me his card,” he said, reaching into his jeans pocket and pulling it out. “Said if we ever need anything, ever get in trouble, I should ring him.” He looked at Chloe. Their eyes met and held.

      “Why would he say that? Is he after something, do you think?” Chloe was uneasy. Why would a stranger make such an offer without wanting something in return?

      “Nah, he’s not like that, Chloe. More the opposite, I think.” Reading the card out, he recited, “Jack Rutherford – Detective Constable Jack Rutherford, actually.”

      Chloe groaned. “You’re kidding me, right? You bring a bloody copper into our lives? After what I’ve just had to do? Are you stupid?” Her voice gained volume as she spoke, and Billy reached out to calm her down.

      “It’s fine, Chloe. He’s no idea, never seen you, so why would he connect us two, eh? All he knows is I have a female friend who likes clean teeth.” He was trying to lighten the moment, put her at ease. The last thing he’d do would be to grass her up to the police. He held Jack’s card out towards her. “Look, you keep hold of it, just in case, eh? I’m a little more street-smart than you are, and I’ve met him before, got his name should I need to use it. Keep his card with you, eh?” He pushed it at her further until Chloe finally took it and slipped it into her jacket pocket. With Jack’s card safely in her procession, he changed the subject.

      “So, are we off to a shelter for Christmas dinner, then, do you think?”

      “Actually, we’ve got a dinner invite,” she answered sweetly. “I was keeping it as a surprise but since you asked…” Chloe’s eyes were gleaming as she delivered the news.

      “Oh, nice one, Chloe. Where are we going?”

      “Roy has asked us to join him in his flat. In fact, he’s asked us to go around mid-morning, have a bath each and stay for dinner. How about that?” she said triumphantly.

      “A bath? Whoo-hoo!” Billy said, pumping his fist in the air. “A bath! Imagine it, Chloe! And dinner!” His smile could have melted a frozen block of butter.

      “It’s so nice of him, isn’t it? We should take the Scrabble round with us, have a game before we eat. Maybe I could thrash the two of you?”

      “I suspect Roy might be a bit of a closet boffin, actually. He could probably thrash us both even if we joined forces together. I know he does the crossword each day. I’ve seen them filled in, and he doesn’t watch TV much. Nah, I’d be surprised if either of us two wins, unless he lets us add dodgy words like you do,” he said, laughing. “But we should take him a gift somehow. He’s been good to us, to you particularly. But what, though?”

      Chloe sat thoughtfully for a moment. Billy was right: they couldn’t go empty-handed. “I’ll think of something and organize it, a small gesture of our appreciation. First thing in the morning. We’ve only got tomorrow. It’s Christmas Eve.”

      “Okay. From your face it looks like you have something in mind. I’ll leave it in your capable hands, then,” Billy said, lying back on the old bed and pulling a blanket up close. The small garage was beginning to look quite homely now with their few belongings; the extra blankets that Roy had dropped off helped tremendously. And so far, the old lady who let them kip there was happy with the arrangement, as long as her neighbours kept quiet. The moment they complained, Billy and Chloe would have to leave, and neither wanted that to happen. A safe and dry place to stay was a major coup for them. “But right now, I reckon it’s time to get some shut-eye. I’m tired out – what about you?”

      Chloe moved closer to him, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. While they weren’t officially a couple, they cared for one another and looked out for one another and in the comfort of her friend’s arms, Chloe let her mind wander off to her baby, Mary. She’d be wrapped up snug in a warm cot somewhere, safe and sound and hopefully loved already, a love that Chloe herself would never let fade, whether she was in the little girl’s life or not. Giving her up had been the right thing to do. A newborn baby living on the streets with her was out of the question, and financially not feasible. So, it would be her first Christmas without her child, and while baby Mary fed on warm formula and was rocked to sleep on someone else’s shoulder, Chloe hoped one day Mary would forgive her.
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      Christmas Eve or not, Chloe needed to work. Most wouldn’t call begging ‘work,’ but nonetheless, generating an income off the streets was how she fed Billy and herself, and they both pulled their weight in that department. If they were ever going to get a little saved up so they could clean up and step up, every day counted. But begging could be cruel, they both knew, and pilfering could be risky. While it was quicker to do the latter, at least with begging they were receiving rather than taking. Either way, both would have preferred a proper job, but then both would have preferred a proper home, too.

      While Chloe had told Billy a little bit about her previous life, he had shared nothing of his. She figured that the day he wanted to share with her would be the day she found out. He didn’t pry into her background either; he had only touched on the subject the one time, and she’d clammed up anyway. Maybe with Christmas upon them and baby Mary safe and well somewhere, she’d tell him all about her life as Chloe Matthews, the girl her parents had rented out as a cash cow. Would he be disgusted at her, she wondered? She didn’t think she could stand that. He was her only friend in the world right now and she couldn’t imagine losing him and surviving on her own, didn’t want to imagine.

      She liked Billy immensely. And she hoped he liked her back.

      And while Roy was on her peripheral, he wasn’t a close friend, not like Billy. Roy was much older, a surrogate father on the edge of her life, keeping an eye on her when he could. He tried not to make himself responsible for her, and she tried not to need him to. He gave her space and kept her secret close to his chest. If he told the authorities it had been her baby found at the church, her life would be turned upside down yet again, and she wasn’t capable of coping with it all again. The first lot of dust was only settling now. But she cherished his kindness, knowing he himself didn’t have many friends. He was a bit of an oddball, and the sole inhabitant of the flat above his café, but he had a heart the size of a lion’s. And she and Billy were spending Christmas Day with him. A hot bath, a hot dinner and a game of Scrabble – it was going to be perfect.

      The clock on the outside of the old church in the distance read nearly twelve o’clock. No wonder her stomach was complaining. She reached into her pocket for the sandwich she’d made earlier. She’d made Billy one too, though ‘sandwich’ was too fine a word for the cheap bread smeared with beef paste from a jar. Still, it was salty and filled a corner of her otherwise empty belly. The thought of her belly made Chloe think again of what had been there, growing, unbeknown to her and those around her until it had been too obvious to ignore. She’d always been a slim girl; running had kept her strong and in shape. But eventually she’d been unable to conceal the pregnancy, and a few months later, baby Mary had materialized and Chloe had found her way to exactly where she was now – outside a storefront begging.

      “Can you spare any change, please?” she asked the stream of blank, un-noticing faces as they passed her by. She repeated the same question, over and over like a recording, but was getting nowhere fast. With only £4 and some loose change in her hat out front, there wasn’t going to be much to take home at the end of the day.

      She noticed a group of five or six men in suits heading her way, laughing at something as they walked. They looked like wealthy bankers or lawyers, their tailored suits and thick overcoats like uniforms, only their ties setting them apart. Even the hair on their heads looked the same; they were like clones. She hoped one would stop. Surely at least one of them would have a couple of quid to help her out? Fastening on the friendliest looking clone, she tried to catch his eye as she spoke.

      “Would you have any spare change, please?” she enquired politely. But the six men carried on past, not wavering from their jolly discussion, not hearing a word she said, their backs towards her as she followed them with her eyes.

      “Even a little bit would help,” she added fruitlessly, as her words fell on deaf ears. Then, to her surprise, the friendly clone turned and walked back to her. While he wasn’t smiling, he wasn’t threatening either, but even so, Chloe gulped a breath down as he approached.

      “Hi. What’s your name?” he asked flatly.

      “It’s Chloe. Why do you ask?”

      “Well, Chloe, my sister is about your age and when she ran away from home last year, my parents went out of their minds with worry until she came home. I expect yours might be doing the same right now. I assume you’re not living at home?” Chloe shook her head ‘no’ and let him carry on. If he was going to say something mean or spit at her, he may as well get it over with.

      “Here. I’m giving you a couple of quid for the pay phone. Give them a call and at least let them know you’re alright, eh? Even if you don’t go home, give them a call, yeah?” His brown eyes pleaded with her silently and she knew he was telling the truth about his sister. The couple of coins in his black-gloved hand taunted her. What she could buy with them.

      “How did she get back home? How did you find her?” she asked quietly.

      “She got into trouble. The cops found her, thank god. It was hard on us all, but she’s back safe and well now. It all worked out in the end.”

      “I’m glad she’s okay. It sounds like she has a nice family, and that’s where we differ. That’s why I’m here.” Chloe bowed her head, not wanting to say any more about her situation, and not wanting him to see the tears gathering in her eyes.

      “Look, take the money anyway,” he urged. “In fact, here’s a tenner.” He pulled his wallet from his inside jacket pocket and flipped it open. “Get something hot to eat, eh? And if you can find it inside of you, give your parents a call. Stop them worrying.”

      Chloe looked up again and their eyes met, hers wet with salty tears, his soft and kind. All she could do was nod; any words would have been strangled in her constricted throat. He nodded back, an encouraging smile on his lips, and then turned to catch up with his colleagues, leaving Chloe rooted to the spot, tears flowing freely down her cheeks.

      It wasn’t her parents she was thinking about though. It was Mary.
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      It was the click of the key turning in the lock that caught her attention. Gathering the thin blanket and pulling it closer around her shoulders, she pressed herself into the corner of the wall as best she could, in a vain attempt to disappear through it, like a small child escaping a monster in a nightmare. Unlike a bad dream, there was no waking up from this situation. It was her reality until she figured something out.

      Or they let her go.

      In her heart, she knew that would never happen. She’d seen one man’s and one woman’s face, though she doubted the woman was part of whatever it was she was involved in. No, she’d looked as miserable as Leanne herself, the abused rather than an abuser. Her eyes had held a scared, submissive message, a warning, perhaps.

      Leanne watched, petrified, as a man she hadn’t seen before entered the room and slowly made his way towards the bed where she was cowering in the corner. He was lanky and tall, with dirty blond hair and at least two days’ worth of stubble. Strong as she was at home or with her friends, she didn’t feel any of it now, her usual energy depleted from both lack of food and lack of sleep. Mustering the dregs of her courage, Leanne willed herself to look tougher than she actually was. Not saying a word, she waited to see what would happen next, what the man wanted. He sat on the end of the bed where the fat man had sat the previous day and reached a hand out towards her leg. She rapidly shifted it back, out of his reach. The man laughed, throwing his head back. The noise reverberated around the dim dank room, and when he finally stopped and turned to look at her properly, there was no joy in his face. What she saw there made her stomach lurch, and she fought to control the rising feeling of fright and panic mixed together with her last meagre meal. She swallowed it all down, vowing to carry on with her act of strength, not sure how long it would last, how long she could hold on for.

      He reached out again. This time, his hand connected with her leg. There was nowhere for her to move to, to escape to, and she felt herself being dragged towards him. He put his other hand out now and grabbed her other leg, pulling her down the bed until she was laid flat. The man loomed over her.

      If she closed her eyes, he’d won, she told herself. She vowed to keep them open, stare him in the face, try and make him understand that what he was about to do to her was wrong. So very wrong. Her bottom lip started to tremble as she watched him undo his belt and unbutton his fly. The zip slid down easily as he slipped his trousers off. His erection was visible in his boxer shorts.

      “Thought I’d say goodbye to you before you go,” he sneered as he tugged off her track bottoms and pushed her legs apart, leaving her exposed to his gaze. Still, she stared at him, her eyes starting to burn as the first tears stung them. She fought to keep them at bay, not wanting to show the weakness of every sinew in her body. There was no pleading, there was no fighting, there was nothing outwardly visible to her abuser, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t happening to her inside – in her head, in her heart.

      As the man smiled his appreciation at her exposed body and moved to take his prize, she waited for her moment to come, the moment when she knew he’d be the least suspecting of her plan, the plan she was mustering all her inner strength for. The stale tobacco stench of too many cigarettes mixed with body odour assaulted her nose but Leanne focused above it; the smell she could deal with. It was what the pig lying on top of her was about to do to her that she couldn’t deal with, not in the same way.

      As the man fumbled with his shorts, Leanne mustered every gram of strength from the innermost parts of her body and slammed the sharp end of the teaspoon into the side of his neck with all her might. The outside of her fist connected with his skin as the point entered his neck, and she drove it home forcefully. Before he had a chance to react, Leanne yanked it back out and slammed it in again as he tried to gain traction and get back to his feet, holding his neck at the same time. The end of the spoon protruded from between his fingers. Blood shot in a jet up the wall as he held his neck; his shirt looked like it had been soaked in claret.

      Leanne knew she had only seconds now. There was no time to see what happened to the man. It didn’t matter. She had to leave the room, take her chances with what was on the other side of that door, and hope his screams of anguish went unheard. Perhaps they’d think they were her cries and ignore them; she could only hope. Her legs shook as she propelled herself across the room to the door. She yanked it open, grabbed the key, and relocked it behind her, leaving her captive on the other side. His shouts of fury and the sound of his fists banging on the door were audible to anyone in the building, but Leanne moved fast and quiet like a cat down the stairs towards the bottom, hoping she didn’t meet anyone on the way down.

      Once there, she could see an entrance door. She was in an old house of some sort after all. She glanced around the corner over the handrail. There was light coming from underneath one of the doors towards the back but there didn’t seem to be any movement or noise. There was no time to spare, no time to stand and think, and as the angry shouts coming from the room upstairs grew fainter, she flew towards the main entrance and hoped it was her way out to safety and freedom.
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      It was nearly 4 pm by the time Jack managed to leave the station and seek out the young man he’d met only twice previously. He’d broached the subject of dinner with Janine, and while she’d readily agreed, Jack had picked up a question in her voice, one that she didn’t actually ask: “Why this boy?” Why, then Jack? he’d asked himself. What was so special about this young man? It couldn’t be his cheek alone. Did he see himself in the boy, perhaps, or was he getting soft in his not-so-old age?

      The first place he headed was where they’d first met only a few days ago, not far from the station. Jack smiled again as he remembered the boy’s Monty Python approach to begging, the reason he’d stood out in the first place, the reason Jack had stopped. With the last of the day’s light, Jack got out of his warm car and set off in search of young Billy. If he and Janine could offer him and his girl a hot meal and a game of cards on Christmas Day, then they surely would. There was plenty of room for the four of them, and he hoped they would accept his invitation in the goodwill spirit it was intended and not fear that Jack and his wife were weirdos with an agenda. He hoped the card he’d passed on to the youngster would give him confidence and not scare him off; cops weren’t always out to catch someone unawares.

      But on Christmas Eve on a cold afternoon, there was hardly anybody out on the street. Most people had finished work much earlier and were probably now full of eggnog, sleeping the afternoon off on the sofa. The thought appealed to him, but with now three children missing, he’d be lucky if he got Christmas dinner himself.

      After walking the same street for ten minutes or so and not seeing or hearing Billy, he was about to give up and try somewhere else when he saw a hunched form in a doorway up ahead, sitting on a piece of cardboard and wrapped in an old blanket. As Jack approached, he realized it wasn’t Billy. It was a dirty-looking young man holding a cardboard sign.

      “I’m looking for a young lad called Billy. About this height,” Jack said, demonstrating with his hand around his own ears. “Fair curly hair, maybe seventeen-ish. A bit cheeky and maybe with a girl. Have you seen him recently? Today, maybe?”

      The man’s vacant eyes stayed vacant as he looked up at Jack and shook his head slowly.

      “Any idea at all where I might find him?” Jack persisted.

      The young man gave only a gentle shake of his head. Jack glanced down at the makeshift sign and read the words presumably he’d written himself – “Can you spare some change, please? I’d ask myself but I’m mute.”

      Abashed, Jack reached into his pocket for change. He tossed the handful of coins into the cap that sat next to the sign and won a nod of the man’s head for his generosity.

      “Take care, and Merry Christmas,” he added as he turned and made his way back to his parked car. If only he knew where Billy called home, he could go round and find him, but he didn’t, and with almost everyone gone from the streets as the darkness finally fell, Jack couldn’t help thinking he’d left it too late, that the boy and his girl would now go without, or queue at a soup kitchen like all the rest. It was with a heavy heart that he drove on to the charity shop, his last chance of seeing the boy before he headed back himself.

      As he pulled into an empty parking space, he wasn’t too hopeful at his chances. The street was almost empty and most shops had closed. A handful of last-minute shoppers scurried from doorway to doorway.

      Everyone had gone home. Perhaps Jack should do the same.
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      Christmas Eve was not the most productive time to be coaxing change from strangers’ pockets, and by 2 pm, both Chloe and Billy had called it a day. Frozen through like two popsicles, they found themselves back at the garage about the same time, each carrying a plastic bag. Billy slid his behind his back so she couldn’t see what he had inside.

      “Great minds think alike, eh?” he said, smiling warmly. “Not much happening for you either?”

      “Nah. Thought I may as well freeze here in comfort. And I called and got Roy a gift for tomorrow. Hope he likes it.” Billy detected a slight change in her, almost a sadness, and he wondered whether to ask after it.

      “I’m sure he will. What did you get?”

      Chloe pulled out a small paper bag, opened it, and carefully slipped the contents into her hand.

      “I saw it in a charity shop window, and I thought it was appropriate under the circumstances. What do you think?” She held out a small glass paperweight; it had an old church inside the dome with snow on its roof. There was a man stood out front in a red suit; Santa. Billy could see the hope in her eyes that she’d done the right thing, and that she wanted his approval.

      “Chloe it’s perfect!” he exclaimed, with a little more gusto than he intended, but what the hell, if that was what Chloe needed. He watched her face break into a smile, her eyes bright and excited again at his praise. He stepped towards her and gave her a one-armed hug, still keeping the other arm behind his back. The plastic bag rustled as they embraced, alerting them both to its presence.

      “What’s in the bag?” she asked.

      “Nothing to concern yourself about,” he said, mock-haughtily. “You’ll find out soon enough.” He guided her towards the side entrance of the garage, their home. He unlocking the door and stood aside to usher her in. He followed her inside and watched as she flopped down onto the bed.

      “Is everything alright, Chloe?” he asked gently. “Only you seem a bit down about something. Was it a shitty day? Did you get loads of abuse?” He went and sat next to her and held her hand for a moment in comfort, as close friends do sometimes. Then he waited, giving her time to reply. Something was clearly bugging her.

      “Not really,” she said eventually. “No abuse, but a man stopped to chat with me. He wasn’t that old, maybe about thirty, but he said his sister had gone missing last year, had run away, and his parents had gone nutty worrying. He asked me to call my own parents, let them know I was alright, even if I don’t go back. Stop them worrying.”

      “Oh, I see. And what did you say?”

      “Not a lot, except my parents wouldn’t really care. It wasn’t a good home. He gave me money for the phone, actually.” Chloe paused for a moment and Billy sensed there was more to come, so he waited for her. With a big sigh she added, “He gave us a tenner to buy some food, which was lovely of him, but I can’t ring my parents even if I wanted to. I’ve no idea where they’ve gone.” She turned to him, her eyes wet again. “But that’s not why I’m upset, Billy.”

      “Oh? What, then?”

      “I got thinking about Mary. She’d be the one I’d like to call if I could, tell her I’m not far away. Tell her she’s important to me and to stay safe at all times. To tell her I love her.” Billy watched as a fat tear trickled down her cheek, and he caught it on a finger so it didn’t fall any further. Then he took her in his arms and pulled her close, her chin over his shoulder, as her body quivered with grief. All he could do was wait until the worst was over and she stopped crying so hard. He passed her some toilet roll to blow her nose on when she eventually pulled back, her eyes looking sore and red.

      “I know you miss her. Of course you do. And this man you met has brought it all to the surface again, but I’m sure he meant well. He obviously thought your parents would want to know you’re okay. He clearly doesn’t know your circumstances, though. And if truth be known, I don’t know that much about them either.” He gave her a small smile to show he’d like to find out more if she was willing to tell, but didn’t hold up much hope. Her head was bowed and she stared at the floor.

      “I haven’t told anyone.”

      “I figured that. But whatever the reason, you know I’m here for you, right? It doesn’t matter to me what happened. You’re still Chloe, my mate.” He squeezed her arm at the word ‘mate’ and she smiled though her head was still bowed. Billy saw the crease in her cheeks.

      “Why don’t you fill me in? Then I can show you that whatever it is, it doesn’t matter to me. Because it doesn’t. Maybe you murdered someone?”

      Chloe shot her head up in alarm. “No! Of course not.”

      “Well, then, anything else is cool.” He held her gaze while she thought it through. He could almost see the motion picture turning behind her eyes, the story playing out.

      He watched her inhale and hold her breath a moment, then she began to tell Billy the whole sordid story.
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      Someone had to man the station on Christmas Day, but that someone wasn’t going to be Jack. Eddie had volunteered a shift, saying he’d go for dinner at the pub later, and Jack knew he’d wash it down with several pints of bitter and a couple of whiskey chasers. It was a bit of a sad existence for Christmas, but Jack didn’t care what the man did as long as it didn’t involve him.

      When he’d left the station on Christmas Eve in search of Billy, he’d nipped back in to see how the investigation was winding up for the day. The three children were still missing. It was far from ideal, and everyone’s thoughts were with the families of all three girls, none of whom would be tucking into roast turkey and wearing their new Christmas clothes. The only lead they had to go on was Martin Coffey’s van, but whether the man had gone away for the holidays or was simply lying low, he was proving elusive to find and speak to. There had been no further sightings of the van in the massive amount of CCTV footage they’d sifted through, and even Mo, their most intense and dedicated researcher, had come up empty-handed. At shift changeover time, DI Morton had wished them all a wonderful Christmas and told them to go home to their loved ones, as he would be doing himself. Jack and Clarke had stayed on another hour or so, generally mulling over the case and the evidence. Neither felt they should be off consuming sherry and wine quite yet. It didn’t feel right.

      “You know what saddens me?” Clarke asked Jack during a quiet moment. The two were almost kneecap to kneecap at his desk, thoughtful.

      “What’s that?” Jack twiddled with his upper lip, his eyes glazed over.

      “The lack of leads we’ve had from all the press coverage as well as the TV. We’ve sod-all to work with. It’s like three girls upped and left in the night, and apart from two folks who mentioned a dark van, that’s it. It’s not enough, Jack,” she said, raising her voice in frustration. “We need a break desperately, or we’ll never see them again. Even worse, more could vanish the same way.”

      It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it was one that Jack had tossed around the inside of his own head for several nights while he lay in bed with Janine sleeping peacefully beside him. He rubbed his eyes.

      “Maybe Eddie and the next lot on duty will have a lucky break. That is, if they’re not too busy with the piss-heads tonight, though Christmas Day is normally quieter – once they’ve slept it off in a cell, that is.” Jack stood and held his hand out to her as if to pull her out of her chair. “Come on, then. I’ll buy you a swift one before we head home.”

      She took the hint to leave, though she didn’t feel the need to take his hand.

      He’d called home earlier and told Janine he hadn’t been able to find Billy; it had been too late on the shopping front. Regardless, Janine had done their possible guests proud. As Jack looked in the fridge for the chocolate éclairs they always had on Christmas Eve, he saw that there was barely space left over to store a wafer-thin mint. There was enough food to feed half the street, never mind two more mouths, and he wondered what they’d do with it all. Standing there looking for the familiar white cake box that was probably hidden away behind Brussel sprouts and pork pie, he felt a bit lightheaded. He’d already had a pint of bitter with Clarke at the pub, then a glass or two of wine over dinner that had further softened the smooth edges of his nerves. He could hear Janine call him from the other room.

      “Can’t you see them, Jack? White box.”

      “I know. I can’t see the bloody white box for everything else stuffed in here,” he complained to the empty kitchen, and began to take packets and bags of Christmas indulgence out and put them on the floor. The desired box was right at the back and he pulled that out too, just as Janine walked through the door. A sprout rolled her way, sprung free from a hole in its net. They both watched it stop at her feet.

      “Oh, Jack!” she exclaimed, trying not to laugh at the scene before her. “You look like a naughty boy who’s been caught stealing the cakes and surreptitiously trying to hide the sprouts at the same time.”

      He struggled to his feet as another sprout fell from the net he was holding in his hand. It bounced a couple of times then rolled towards the other one.

      “Ah, look,” Jack said, smiling. “She wants to be with her friend.”

      “How do you know it’s a ‘she’? Could be a ‘he.’”

      “Nope, all sprouts are ‘she.’ Otherwise, you wouldn’t serve them. I’m sure it’s a girl thing. Forcing us men to eat them though we detest them. I don’t know anyone that likes Brussel sprouts, yet we all have to eat them at Christmas.” He bent to pick the two strays up and put one in his ear. Janine looked quizzically at him, waiting for him to explain. In a mocking doctor’s voice, he said, “Mr Rutherford, you really must eat more sensibly.” His eyes were full of mischief and the effect of the wine as they filled the kitchen with laughter.

      “Ha-ha. Very funny, Mr Rutherford. You should be on the stage,” she said, then changed the subject. “Perhaps your friend Billy will appreciate some leftovers anyway. We’ll make up some sandwiches on Boxing Day, put a picnic together for them. I’m sure they’ll enjoy them and we’ll find a home for all this food. And if we can’t find Billy, we’ll give them to someone else in need. There’ll be plenty of grateful souls in the usual places, I expect.” Wrapping her arms around his middle, she pulled him close. “It always feels good to do some good, don’t you think?”

      “It does,” he said, putting his arms around her shoulders and squeezing her tight in return. “Love you, Mrs Rutherford. Now about them sprouts.”
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      They’d taken the van, since it was the least personal of the vehicles and not registered in either of their names. Rain pelted the windscreen like it was the monsoon season in Asia, transparent rods of liquid falling straight down from the black clouds that loomed over the south-east side of London, though officially they were in Kent. Bernard had the wiper blades working double time in an effort to see the road he was driving on.

      “What the hell are we doing out in this shit?” Bernard complained.

      “Well, I wanted a Macca’s and you need ciggies, so unless you’ve got a secret stash of both, we have to go get them. That’s how it works.” Rob sounded facetious and stroppy as he said it.

      Bernard was on the attack instantly. “What’s up with you? Got your period, have you?”

      Rob stayed silent, his mouth taut like a drum skin, while he seethed inside. What about, he wasn’t entirely sure, but he knew he wasn’t happy with the situation back at the house. How the hell he’d got mixed up with Bernard and Martin he’d never know. Actually, that was a lie. He did know. And he couldn’t let on to Bernard that he was pissed and wanted out. They didn’t do loose ends. He let out a sigh and made up a story he hoped was convincing.

      “It’s my old mum. She ain’t well and I’m worried about her, if you must know. I was thinking I should drop in and see her over Christmas, play the good son for a while.”

      Bernard glanced across to the passenger seat. “Well, ain’t that sweet, you great pussy. Wait till I tell Martin. He’ll laugh at that one, all right,” he sneered.

      “Tell him what you want. She’s my old mum. Don’t you see your old mum? Don’t you care much?”

      “Don’t really have one to care about, so no. Last I heard she was still inside. And my old man is definitely still inside, not that I know him much. He’s been inside most of my life.”

      “What’s he in for?”

      “Murder. Killed a bloke during a robbery that went a bit haywire and he got sent down. The others grassed on him to reduce their own sentence. Stinkin’ grasses. Nobody likes a stinkin’ grass.”

      Rob wasn’t sure if the message was directed at him or not, a warning should things come to it later on. There’d be repercussions for sure, and he wasn’t interested in what they might be. Rob grunted by way of reply and stared straight ahead, watching the road for somewhere to put his eyes. It wasn’t long before the familiar burger logo could be seen in the distance and Bernard pulled in to the drive-thru lane. He wound his window down to place his own order first.

      “Quarter Pounder, large fries and an apple pie, large Coke.”

      Rob shouted across Bernard to add to their order and they pulled forward. Bernard sneered as they waited for their order to be prepared.

      “What you sneering at now?” asked Rob.

      “Apple pie?”

      “I’m hungry. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Told you you’re a pussy.” Rob ignored him. It wasn’t worth his breath. When they’d picked up their order, Bernard pulled into a parking spot and they tucked in in silence. Rob watched as the windscreen began to fog up like those of the other two cars in the small car park. Everyone was content consuming hot greasy food on a cold rainy day. Bernard noticed the fogging up and, with an overstuffed mouth full of burger, attempted to speak, particles of bread roll falling from his mouth as he did so. He held a fry between finger and thumb, waiting for a space in his mouth to come free so he could concertina it in. Rob looked away before he was turned off his own meal.

      “I bet Martin is busy fogging up a window with that girl, eh?” he said and laughed. He caught a crumb in the back of his throat for his troubles and ended up in a coughing fit. The remains of a mouthful of burger landed in his lap. When he finally caught his breath, he took a long pull on his Coke. He brushed the wasted burger off his lap into the footwell. It would stink the van out for the next couple of hours until he kicked it out.

      “There ain’t a window in there.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no window in that room, so he won’t be fogging it up.”

      Bernard could only glare. “I meant it metawhatsically. I know there’s no window.”

      “Metaphorically,” Rob prompted, his voice clear and even, and carried on with his own meal.

      “Whatever,” Bernard replied caustically.

      They finished the rest of their meal in silence, then Rob took their wrappers to a bin nearby. The rain was easing a little. Noticing the burger remains in the well, he suggested Bernard kick it out before they left but Bernard ignored him. He didn’t like anyone telling him what to do.

      “I could do with a quick pint now. Want one?”

      Since it was Christmas Eve and he was in no hurry to get back to the house, Rob accepted, vowing to set off back to his own place when they returned. They didn’t need all three of them there at the same time, and since they weren’t expecting any customers after tonight, they could surely spare him some time out. Perhaps he’d drop in on his mum and say hello. But Rob played along a while longer. “Let’s make it a couple, eh? And we’ll grab a bottle of spirit to take back. There’s an Asda up there on the right. Look, they’ll have cheap whiskey. Pull in, will you?”

      So Bernard made the turn and waited in the van while Rob entered the store and selected a bottle, grabbing a box of Milk Tray for his mum while he was in there. Once he’d paid, he was back outside and into the van, headed for a nearby pub and a pint of bitter or two to pass some time.

      They should have stuck to beer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      He’d always liked younger girls, though they had to be in at least double digits. Any younger was not his thing, though he knew plenty in his circle went in for it. He’d managed to keep his sexual preferences under wraps for the past twenty-five years, having discovered them not long after he’d lost his own virginity when the younger girls would flirt and give him the come-on. Then he’d met a woman who was quite a bit older than he was, and she’d introduced him to her friends. It had been at one of the ‘parties’ she held occasionally that he’d had his eyes opened to various sexual tastes and what could be supplied for those willing to pay. It was all normal to her, all she knew. When she’d eventually taken all that she needed from him and moved on to someone else, he’d stayed in the circle and found a taste for the younger girls, deciding he liked them the best. But along the way, he’d met his future wife and while sex with her was adequate, he craved the bodies of the young. So, he had carried out his secret indulgence behind her back. He’d been doing so for many years now, and with a job that took him both north and south as he travelled with work, he had endless opportunities to get his desires filled at the same time.

      It had been while he’d been working and staying over not far outside Manchester that he’d found the perfect setup for his needs. He’d kept in touch with some of the regulars from those earlier parties he’d attended; they’d been sort of a club. A club that catered to people with particular wants and needs. And from that club, he’d found a private address where a young girl would be supplied. He couldn’t call the others in the circle “friends,” but they did look out for the group as a whole, not wanting the wrong set of eyes or ears to focus on them and curb their activity. And since they each knew of the other, they self-incriminated as a way of proving extreme loyalty. He had begun calling in whenever he was up there. The deal was that as long as he arrived in the evening, he was always welcome – for a fee, of course. It had all been working out fine; everyone was happy.

      But suddenly his extracurricular sexual activities with a particular girl had stopped – for what reason he never did find out. On the second Tuesday of each month, he’d had a standing arrangement for 10 pm on the dot at the same address, but on his last visit, there had been no one there. The flat had been empty. And he’d had no way of finding where they’d moved to. So, he’d turned back to his acquaintances with his tale of woe and, kind-hearted as they were, they had fixed him up elsewhere with another youngster. But he liked the one he had been seeing regularly because she reminded him of someone special. The girl had always been quiet about him being there in her room with her, never made a fuss or a noise, and the parents had kept their distance too, so it was the perfect setup for them all. He’d miss seeing her, he knew, because she looked so much like his daughter.

      Driving south now, he wondered about that, how he’d found comfort with this young girl for so long yet never approached his own daughter that way, knowing it wasn’t right. She was too close. He missed Leanne desperately, as did Penny, and they both prayed for her to be reunited with them and be home in time for Christmas. But as time marched on without any clues coming to light, he doubted they’d ever see her alive again.

      Meanwhile, he still had needs and desires, so with the help of his acquaintances, he had found himself another venue. He’d visited a couple of times and found it satisfactory; at least his needs were getting seen to.

      Unlike his toothache.

      He opened a fresh piece of gum from a packet that he kept in the centre console and gently chewed it, forcing it to the offending tooth and adding pressure, the relief like a rattle to a teething toddler’s mouth.

      He slipped off the M25 and on to the A20, thoughts of stress relief ahead, the feeling of utter peacefulness and contentment he’d experience after his long-awaited conclusion. All that had gone on of recent, including his toothache, would be banished for an hour or so and he could do what he wanted and answer to no one. It was his piece of ‘me’ time, a time he deserved.

      He was a little earlier than his usual 6 pm, but hoped it wouldn’t be a problem. His acquaintances didn’t hand out telephone numbers, so there was no way to let the venue know of his earlier arrival. But since his money was as good as the next person’s, what did it matter? He could see the roof of the property up ahead and took the long gravel driveway down to it until the house became visible through the copse of trees that surrounded it. To anyone looking on from the outside, it was a simple, quiet farmhouse with a couple of vehicles parked out front. On the inside, it was where pleasure and pain mingled together like lost souls at a cocktail party.

      Dave Meadows made his way to the large front door and entered, making his way through to the lounge that he knew was the first door on the left. It was empty. Strange, he thought. There was always someone in there to pour him a drink and direct him to the designated room. So, he helped himself to the watered-down brandy that stood in a mock crystal decanter and threw a couple of fingers worth back in one hefty gulp. It had an almost instant effect on him and the warmth spread through his body like warm water moving through a cold .radiator. He was still puzzled that nobody had yet arrived to greet him, but he knew better than to call out. There were cars out front and that meant other customers. So he waited a moment before pouring himself another drink and sat down on the sofa. At least his tooth was feeling a little better; the brandy was working its pain reliever talons on his mouth. He soon grew tired of waiting; he was anxious for pleasure. He took the cash from his wallet and slipped it under the cheap decanter. Someone would pick it up later. Opening the door and making his own way quietly up the stairs, he glanced at each door in turn to see which had a key on the outside and selected the one furthest away at the end of the hall. He turned the key and entered. The room, like the others he had been in, was dimly lit and contained a single bed and a small table.

      And a girl.

      He locked the door behind him. As he approached the bed, he removed the gum from his mouth and stuck it to the top of the cheap table. Then he began to undress.
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      It was almost dark when he left the house for home. Bumping the car down the rough track, he was reminded once again it wouldn’t be a Christmas to celebrate, not this year. In his mind, 1999 would always be remembered as the year that his daughter had disappeared, and he hoped that whatever happened, if she wasn’t found alive and well, that she was returned to them so they could mourn properly. He knew he wasn’t strong enough to tolerate the not knowing, the lack of closure. He could understand how families fell apart with such a tragedy in their lives. The pressure on bereaved couples was immense, he knew, and even now Penny wasn’t coping particularly well. She and Leanne had rowed that morning, and she blamed herself.

      The gravel track leading away from the house eventually joined the tar seal and he picked up speed, intent on not getting snarled up on the M25 during rush hour. He hoped that since it was Christmas Eve, everyone was already home starting their celebrations with their loved ones.

      He missed his Leanne.

      A handful of miles away in The Red Lion pub, Rob and Bernard were on their third pint each when Rob noticed the time. They’d been out far longer than they’d intended – they’d only nipped out for a burger and cigarettes – so Martin was sure to be pissed with them both for leaving him there on his own. Rob wondered why the man hadn’t called them. Tough shit, he thought. Martin wasn’t their babysitter.

      Bernard scrunched up the empty packet of pork scratchings he’d devoured and turned to Rob. He too had noticed the time. A streetlamp nearby shone with a pale glow, making the twilight seem darker than it actually was. He drained his glass then stood up. “Better get our skates on. We’ve got a couple of punters coming through tonight. I’d have thought they’d have better things to be doing on Christmas Eve than getting their jollies.”

      Rob swallowed the last of his pint, stood and grabbed his jacket. They made their way to the back door and out to the van. The rain had stopped, but the air turned their breath to mist as they walked, making them look like a couple of smokers. Once in the van, Bernard turned the heater on full blast, and the windscreen began to fog up. The blast of cool air blew into their eyes as it bounced off the glass and Rob willed it to turn warm soon. On a freezing evening, a cold draft was the last thing he desired.

      Content that there was a patch of glass big enough to see through, Bernard set off and joined the road outside, continuing to clear the windscreen with the back of his hand.

      “Sod this weather. Has Christmas ever felt this cold before?” Rob moaned.

      “That’s ’cos you’re a pussy like I said. Harden up, will you?”

      “Not me, mate. I’m no pussy. Anyway, I’m not hanging around tonight. When the last one’s gone, I’m off to see my mum. What about you?”

      “Well, I ain’t hanging around on my own ’cos Martin won’t be. I’ll tell you that now. I reckon we should lock the place up and leave ’em be. They’ll be alright for a day or two. Give ’em a box of cereal each or something. They’ll manage.” Sneering, he added, “Getting fed is the least of their worries, don’t you think? And they’re about due to be passed on anyway. They’re becoming a bit skanky. Don’t want the punters complaining.”

      “When is that? Any idea?”

      “Nah, that’s Martin’s domain, not ours. Grab and go, that’s us,” he said turning to Rob and smiling. “The hired muscle, the guys that get,” he said proudly, and laughed at his own terminology. A sign up ahead directed them towards the house and they turned right down a narrow lane. Bernard was still chatting to himself about nothing. Rob closed his ears, not interested in what the fat man had to say, and silently wished he was someplace else. Even his own flat, as meagre as it was, was preferable to this man’s company. And it was quiet.

      “Look,” Rob said. “I wonder where they’ve been?” A car was travelling towards them in the opposite direction. A sole occupant in the front caught Rob’s attention. “There ain’t nothing much out here, that’s all. Wonder where they’ve been?”

      “Home probably. People do live out here, remember?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen another car on this road, ever.”

      “Well, how do you expect the punters get to the house, then? Fly in their helicopters? Dumb shit,” Bernard said, shaking his head in disbelief. “You’re usually inside the house, remember?”

      Rob stayed quiet, realizing he did sound stupid. Eventually they turned into the gravel road and slowed down a little. The van tossed its occupants with each pothole they drove through; the suspension was working overtime to smooth their ride and not doing a good enough job.

      “Need a Land Rover down here, not this great thing,” Bernard added as the house came into view in the distance. “Still, it serves its purpose.”

      They pulled up out front next to their own vehicles, climbed out and walked up to the house. Rob opened the front door and Bernard followed him through. They headed for the kitchen out back where they usually congregated and smoked. Bernard called out to Martin, but there was no answer. He called again.

      “Strange,” said Rob. “He can’t still be upstairs with the blonde, can he?”

      “Probably getting his fill from the candy store on legs,” Bernard jeered. “Dirty sod.”

      “Come on, best get set up. First one’s due at six pm. I’ll go up and see what he’s up to,” volunteered Rob, and headed for the stairs. He tapped on the door. The key was not on the outside. “You in there?” he called, careful not to mention his boss’s name to overhearing ears. It was one of the house rules: no names of anyone at any time. He knocked again. “Come on. You’ve not gone to sleep on the job, have you?” he called but still there was no reply.

      He went back downstairs to get the spare key.
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      “Where’s the spare key to that room?” Rob asked, pulling open a drawer filled with all kinds of odds and ends.

      “Not sure if there is one. Why? He’s fallen asleep, has he?”

      “Dunno, but he’s not answering and the key’s not on the outside. The door’s still locked. Nobody answering, either.” He rummaged in the drawer some more, pulling out various other keys. None was the one he was looking for. When all the keys were on the table, it was apparent there wasn’t a spare.

      “No spare key.”

      Bernard looked perplexed and stood up. “Come on, let’s go look,” he said. They both went back upstairs to the offending door. Bernard banged hard and turned the door handle at the same time, but it was definitely locked and nobody answered. He thumped again and yelled, all to no avail. It was obvious Martin wasn’t going to come to the door.

      “What about the girl?” Rob asked. “Even if Martin isn’t in there, she’ll still be and if we break the door down. What are we going to do with her then?”

      “We’ll deal with her if we have to, but for now, we need to get inside and see what’s happening. Martin must be in there; the cars are outside and we had his van, so he’ll be here somewhere. Stand back, will you? I’ll give it a shove.”

      Rob stood back and watched as Bernard did his best to shoulder the door in. He then tried to kick it in, without the desired result.

      “You have a go,” he instructed, and Rob charged at the door with his solid bulk. There was a splintering sound and a loud crash as the lock ripped through the frame and the door swung open into the room. Stepping inside, their eyes adjusting to the low light, they saw Martin lying face down on the floor, trousers around his ankles, looking for all the world like he had fallen asleep on the job.

      Were it not for the blood-soaked floor. And the spoon sticking out of his neck.

      “Houston, we have a problem,” Rob said.

      “Ya think?”

      “The girl’s gone too. She must have locked him in and taken the key.” Bernard glanced round the room, confirmation registering. Martin was one thing, but a loose end of a girl who could identify him was another. And he wasn’t going to be linked to this holy mess.

      “What the fuck do we do now?” Bernard asked, touching the side of Martin’s neck and feeling for a pulse. There was one, but it was faint. “He’s still alive, barely.” He looked at Rob, trying to read his face, see if he was thinking the same as he was.

      “Loose ends get us caught,” Rob replied. “The girl can tie herself to this place if she’s out, and that means evidence of us. And this,” he said, pointing to Martin. “We can’t take him to a hospital. Too risky.”

      Bernard nodded in agreement. He ran his hand through the remaining fine hairs covering his bald dome and sighed heavily. “We have no choice. We’ll have to torch the place. We’ll dump the other girls. They’re too young to know this place or us, and we’ll burn it to the ground, destroy any evidence pointing back to us.”

      “And what do we do with him? And the woman?” Rob asked, not wanting to know the answer but figuring it anyway.

      “He’s almost gone anyway. He’ll not feel a thing. We’ll take the woman with us, dump her too.” He looked at his fake gold watch. “We’d better hurry before the first punter gets here. We’ll start it in the lounge. The sofa will go up quickly, and we’ll secure the girls in the van. We’ll have to torch the cars too.”

      “I’ve got a better idea. The van is his, and there’ll be evidence in it, so that should go up too. We’ll each take a girl in our own cars, stick them in the boots. Then toss them when we can. There’s no trail back to us.”

      “Nah, way too risky. And we’ve no time. We’ll take the van and torch the cars. Now let’s get on with it. I’ll start the fire; you get the cash and we’ll shift the girls together. Or we could leave them too and drive off in our own cars, as you said?” A smile crept across Bernard’s face as he said it. “Makes more sense, doesn’t it? Then our cars are both gone.”

      There was no doubt it was the more thorough way to clean up for good, but Rob wasn’t convinced. “Hey, I never signed up for murder. That’s going too far.” He started to pace nervously up and down in the small room

      “You going all pussy on me again?” Bernard demanded. “You’re alright with Martin here getting toasted, but not the girls, not the woman, is that it?”

      “I don’t want anyone being toasted, but we haven’t much choice with him, have we?”

      “Well, either way, I’m going down to get a fire burning. Time is running out, so I suggest that whatever you decide, you do it quickly because in about ten minutes, this place will be lighting up the sky, whether the girls are in it or not!”

      Bernard stormed out of the door and stomped his way down the stairs, leaving Rob to make his mind up. While he knew Martin was a lost cause, he didn’t want the girls on his conscience. He couldn’t bear the thought of them being burned to death. With so little time, it was difficult to know which was the best option. Stick together and dump them out somewhere, or take one each and go their separate ways? Option two meant leaving evidence in their own vehicles if fingers got pointed back to them. But they could hardly leave their cars outside. Then an idea came to him: take the number plates off. That way, there’d be no way to trace two burned-out vehicles back to them. The idea was perfect, and he dashed down to the kitchen for a screwdriver. He could already smell smoke.

      A couple of minutes later, he’d taken the back and front plates off both cars and put them in the van. He went back inside to find Bernard.

      “Start the cars burning. I’ll move the van round the back, then we’ll grab the woman and the girls,” he shouted, then ran back outside. Thick, grey smoke now filled the hallway.

      By the time he’d returned, the two cars were already smouldering, flames licking the upholstery of the front seats. It wouldn’t be long before they were fully ablaze and the petrol tanks caught, obliterating any evidence linking them to what had happened.

      Back upstairs, they unlocked the remaining rooms and dragged the two petrified girls and the woman out to the van. There, they secured them with duct tape, added a piece across each mouth for good measure, and tied pillowcases over their heads. With only Martin left in the burning house, Bernard drove the van away, down the potholed track and out towards the motorway in the distance, the orange glow of the blazing building reflecting in the rear-view mirror.

      “There shouldn’t be much of that left to sift through,” he said, with a touch of pleasure.

      “No. But we’ve got to sort this little lot out, and the sooner the better,” Rob said, wondering what they’d end up doing with the three of them in the back.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Bernard said.

      Rob hoped he’d agree with it.
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      Her eyes hurt with crying. Her feet were torn to shreds. Leanne crouched down low, tucked behind a hedge in the middle of nowhere. She had no clue where she was or where she was heading. All she knew was that the house she’d run from several hours ago was behind her. How long had it actually been, she wondered? With no sun to go by, she’d no clue when she’d set, out but as it was fully dark now, she knew it had to be at least 5 pm. Her teeth chattered from the cold. Her soaked sweatshirt keeping the chill fixed on her body, but she was loath to take it off and reveal her complete nakedness. In her frantic rush to leave the room, she’d left her track pants on the floor. It had been a blessing her fingers had found the strength to turn the key and lock him in.

      She closed her swollen eyes at the memory of what she’d done, what she’d had to resort to get him off her and protect herself from a violent personal theft. There was no way she was going to let that filthy pig of a man do that to her. Slobber all over her. Run his grubby hands over her body and snatch her virginity away like a dirty tissue. That was one thing her mother had taught her – when she chose to give her gift away, it was to be to someone she loved. She hadn’t been willing to give it up to anyone who felt they could take it. Leanne doubted she’d ever be able to wipe the experience out of her mind completely – the feeling of stabbing the soft side of his neck, driving the spoon handle in hard, and twisting it before finally tugging it out and driving it home once more. The feeling of shoving his sweaty bulk off her and clambering off the rumpled bed… His blood had spurted like a hosepipe turned on at the tap and shot across the room. God, how he’d bled . . . She glanced at her hands, knowing they were still red. His blood had long since dried on her skin; the rain had done little to cleanse them. Was he dead, she wondered? What about the others in the house – the girls, the woman? Had she now put them in danger somehow? Were the men searching for her, the thinner guy and the man with sausage meat for skin? They’d never have let her get away. She’d seen at least two of their faces, plus the woman, though she doubted she’d been part of things. That woman had saved her life.

      As darkness had fallen, she felt safer to move, get herself to a road and find help, naked from the waist down or not. She couldn’t worry about her modesty now. Leanne wiped her face on her sleeve in a vain attempt to focus her attention on her situation and figure out what to do next, where to head. In the far distance was the glow of streetlights and the muffled sound of traffic, and she rightly assumed it to be a motorway. But which one? She could be anywhere. She looked in the opposite direction; that way seemed black all over with a slight differential where the skyline met the ground. Behind her, it was much the same. But was there a glow of creamy light, the movement of headlights maybe. Could there be a local road to aim for? There was only one way to find out, and with thistles pricking at her feet and cold mud and what smelt like cow muck squashing between her toes, she padded her way as carefully as she could towards the light. With no stars or moonlight to guide her, she fixed her gaze forward, feeling for possible obstacles that might trip her up. She didn’t think she could cope with any more pain.

      She’d had time to think back in the room; there had been precious else to do, and she’d thought a lot about her family life and her relationship with her parents. She and her friends at school constantly moaned at the restrictions their parents put on their lives – not letting them go to concerts or see a boy who was a couple of years older or wear makeup. How she’d fooled them in the past, saying she was at a friend’s house studying when in fact she was someplace else. And what a fuss she’d made of cycling on Christmas Day and on other days when her parents had encouraged her to spend time with them. She choked back a sob. It was all so pointless now, and she vowed that when she did get back home – because she would – things would change on her part.

      What she wouldn’t trade now to be safe at home with her mum and dad. Her tears were still falling; they had never properly stopped completely though they had slowed in pace. Fresh sobs caught in her throat. She wiped her nose on her wet sleeve again and pushed forward across the soggy grassland, hoping she was moving in the right direction, that the creamy light up ahead was a road or a house, somewhere she could get help, somewhere she could call her mum and dad and tell them she was alright. A house or a shop or somewhere, anywhere, with someone who would help her and take her home. She fell to her knees and wailed into the night, pouring out a torrent of grief and remorse from deep inside her soul.

      At last, spent and shivering, she lay where she’d dropped and curled into a foetal position for comfort as the icy cold rain began to fall once again.
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      By the time they’d heard the fire engines in the distance, the van and its occupants were heading west on the M25, though neither of the two men could agree on what to do and where to go, having rushed from the house in mayhem. In the back, the two girls whimpered. Nobody heard their muffled cries apart from the other occupants of the van. The woman stayed silent.

      The air was filled with tension, and the smell of stale urine and filthy clothing.

      “You stink,” Bernard shouted back at the youngest girl. She’d been terrified by her ordeal and her clothes were sopping.

      To Rob, he seemed to be unravelling a little. “Calm down, will you? The house and all evidence are gone, and these can’t identify and find us,” he said, pointing over his shoulder. “No names, and no idea where they’ve been all this time, and with the fear of god put into them, I’d say there won’t be an issue. And in any case, I’ve been chewing through a plan while you’ve been stressing.”

      “Let’s hear it then, bright spark.”

      “We drop them off individually, at different spots so they never see each other again. Drop one off somewhere here, another in another county and the last in another. The cops won’t figure it out for a while. It’s Christmas, remember, so they’ll be on minimum staff and full of turkey if they’ve any sense. Perfect time to give them something to do. We’ll be lucky if things get linked together by New Year, and we’ll be well out of it by then.”

      Bernard sat and mulled it over in silence. “So, you reckon one around here someplace?” he said at length.

      “I’d say so. We’re not far to the next county, so we can do two quickly. Drop them on a quiet side road. There’ll hardly be any traffic over the next couple of days, so it’ll be ages before they’re found.”

      Bernard liked the sound of it. It seemed the logical thing to do, and the smell was burning into his sinuses. A junction loomed ahead and he flicked his indicator to turn off. “May as well start here,” he said, slowing down and pulling off the motorway. There wasn’t another soul on the road but he took the first left down an equally quiet road, followed by a series of further left and right turns. He silently hoped he’d manage to navigate his way back to the motorway. When he was satisfied they were remote enough, he pulled into a layby. With no streetlamps, it was pitch black.

      Turning to Rob, he said, “Get the smelly young one out of here. She reeks.”

      Rob opened his door and walked around the back of the van. As the hired muscle, he had a part to play. He yanked the door open and reached a strong arm out to the smallest child, pulling her forcibly forward. She did her best to scream from behind the tape covering her mouth, but Rob ignored her distress, pulling her towards the open door like she was an old suitcase.

      “I’d have thought you’d want to get out,” Bernard shouted spitefully as the child stood awkwardly at the rear.

      Rob closed the doors. The girl stood shaking, obviously petrified, in the darkness. Icy rain pelted them both, and Rob didn’t want to hang around any longer getting soaked. Bending down to her level to speak into her ear, he hissed, “And don’t ever think about telling anyone where you’ve been or who with. Remember, we’ll know where to find you again and come and get you. Now get walking,” he added threateningly, before getting back into the van and leaving her standing there with her hands bound behind her back, the pillowcase sticking wetly to her head. If she was lucky, a car might be along later, though he doubted it. By tomorrow, Christmas Day, she’d probably have collapsed from exposure.

      Back in the van, Bernard said, “Only two more to go. I’ll be a happier man when they’ve both been turfed out.”

      They drove in silence as the rain lashed down, the windscreen wipers working double time. As they hit West Sussex, Bernard again spoke.

      “We’ll get rid of one here, then it’s not far to East Sussex for the last one.”

      “They are the same county. That won’t work,” Rob protested.

      “You thick or what? They are two different counties, dumb shit. We’ll drop one here, then it’s not far to East Sussex.”

      “I’m telling you, it’s the same county.”

      “Well, since I’m driving,” he spat “and since I’m the brains in this duo, I’m telling you it’s two counties, and we’ll drop one in each. Now shut the hell up!”

      There was no point in arguing, so Rob didn’t bother, and when the time came to turf the second girl out on a quiet, wet road, he left her with the same warning in her ear. Half an hour later, the third and last girl, the young woman had been offloaded and left stranded in the pitch black and cold rain to fend for herself. The van was empty now save for Rob and Bernard.

      “Thank god for that. Apart from the stink, I didn’t want a nosey cop pulling us over and taking a look. That would have been awkward,” Bernard joked. The mood in the van was somewhat lighter now. “Now, where are we headed, oh bright one?” he mocked.

      Rob really wasn’t sure of the answer. “A cheap motorway stop with a Macca’s, I reckon. I’m starved.”

      As the van drove on towards the north, well away from the house they’d left burning behind them, three frightened girls began to make their way along three dark, deserted roads.

      The first child, Kate, struck lucky first.
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      “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” the woman asked, sounding dubious. She was starting to regret her decision to leave the party. They’d been flirting across the room at each other all night when he’d finally wandered over, wearing a cocksure smile on his face. With several vodkas in her stomach and not much to soak it up with, confidence had come more easily than normal, and they’d eventually found themselves entwined in a hot, sticky embrace. He’d suggested they get some air and find a nice secluded layby, and she’d agreed readily, both knowing exactly what was to come next, both up for it.

      “This will do,” he decided, and took a long pull on the vodka bottle they were sharing. He passed it back to his conquest to be, who politely laughed a little in return. He pulled off the road into the layby, loose gravel crunching under the tyres, rain soaking the windscreen. He’d no idea where they were exactly, but he’d figure out how to get back when they were done. He turned to the woman.

      “Right, then. Where were we?” he asked encouragingly, lowering his face towards hers and opening his mouth in anticipation of receiving her tongue. She smiled at his words and though he couldn’t see her clearly in the darkness, he felt her relax a little more, tasting lingering vodka as their mouths mashed together hungrily.

      As their urgency progressed to another level, they were unaware of a small figure venturing towards them on the remote road, weaving unsteadily as it struggled to progress. It eventually made its way past the stationary vehicle, sobbing quietly, unaware there was anyone inside it who could help, ease its distress and pain, make its warm again. The little figure would have to wait a while longer.

      When the young couple finally finished having their fun and were making their way back towards the party, it was the woman who spotted the figure in the headlights first. It was hard not to: it was wandering in the centre of the road.

      “Look!” she exclaimed, pointing out through the windscreen. The figure could have been a ghost from a horror movie.

      “What the . . .?” the man said as they approached it and slowed down. In the headlights it looked eerie.

      “It’s too short to be an adult. Pull over,” the woman instructed. “It looks like they’ve got a bag or something on their head.” She turned to open her door.

      “What you gonna do?”

      “Take a look, stupid. That’s no practical joke,” she said pointing at the figure, which had stopped in the near distance.

      “You’ll get soaked,” the man protested.

      Not waiting to give a reply, she climbed out of the warm car and into the icy rain, headed towards the figure, leaving him sitting in the driver’s seat watching. She called out to the figure.

      “Hello. Are you alright?” As she approached, she could see with the light from the car headlamps that the figure was no bigger than a child, a child with what looked like a bag of some description on its head, and who was soaked and visibly shaking. She ventured closer, doing her best to make her voice sound comforting.

      “It’s alright. I’m going to come a little closer, okay? I’m not going to hurt you.” Rain continued to pelt down around them both. Her own clothes were soaked now and she wished she’d brought a coat with her. Instinctively, she put her arm out towards the small figure, as though she was enticing a dog to come closer, except this dog couldn’t see her gesture.

      “I’m almost there now. Don’t be scared,” she encouraged again. When her outstretched hand finally made contact with the small figure’s shoulder, she heard what sounded like a muffled sob. Continuing to talk quietly, she gently lifted the soaked bag off the figure’s head, then drew back in alarm. Two swollen and terrified eyes stared back up at her. Grey tape was fastened across the child’s mouth. It was a young girl.

      “Dear god,” she exclaimed quietly to herself as she bent down to the girl’s level. Gently she peeled the tape off the tiny mouth and spoke again.

      “My name is Jess, and whatever has happened to you, you’re safe now. Can you tell me your name?” Jess watched as the child’s bottom lip trembled uncontrollably and she waited patiently. But the child was too terrified to speak and stood mute, petrified with fear, as Jess tried again to reassure her. Noticing the child’s hands were bound behind her back, Jess removed the tape from her wrists and rubbed each one gently to return the circulation.

      “There, that must be better. Let’s get you out of this rain, shall we? Then we can get you warmed up and get some proper help, let your parents know you’re alright, eh?”

      Still nothing from the lips of the tiny child as Jess bent to pick her up and take her back to the car, talking gently as she walked in an effort to reassure the little one that everything was going to be alright. The man opened the rear car door and Jess and the child got inside. They were both soaked.

      “Take your jumper off,” she directed the man. “She’s deathly cold, poor mite.” He did as he was told and watched as Jess draped it around the child’s shoulders.

      “Police station, I think, or hospital? What do you think?”

      “Hospital, I reckon. I don’t want to go anywhere near the police. I’m over the limit by miles.”

      “Whatever. Hospital then. This poor girl needs some help quickly, so get your foot down, will you?”

      And with rain lashing down from the blackness above, little Kate Bryers was taken to the nearest hospital.

      Her nightmare ordeal was finally coming to an end.
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      “So where are we heading now?” Rob asked Bernard, who was busy steering with one hand and fumbling for his cigarettes with the other. The van swerved across to the next lane as he pulled them free from his inside jacket pocket. It was a good job the M25 was quiet for a change.

      “Back home, I’d say. No point going back to the house. There’s nothing there. You want dropping somewhere?” A plume of blue smoke filled the driver’s side as Bernard took a couple of heavy drags on his cigarette.

      “Back to my flat, I suppose.”

      “I ain’t driving all the way over there at this hour. I’m not a bleedin’ taxi service, you cheeky sod.”

      Rob figured as much, but thought he’d ask anyway. On Christmas Eve at such a late hour there wouldn’t be much in the way of public transport, and taxis would likely be scarcer still. He’d have to chance the train. Or thumb a lift.

      “Drop me at the train station, then. I’ll get home from there. Leatherhead isn’t far from here.”

      Bernard grunted in reply, sounding like the Neanderthal he was. It had been a stressful night and both men were anxious about what had happened. With no proper plan in place and having made it up as they went along, there was ample room for error, something neither of them was particularly happy about. But there was no going back and changing things now. It was way too late. They’d have to pray the trail didn’t snake back to their front doors.

      “Look,” said Bernard, stubbing his fag butt out under his foot on the dirty rubber mat. There must have been at least another twenty more with it. “We should steer clear of each other for a while, lay low. I’m going to get the hell out of Dodge, maybe catch the train to France, hide out there or move further south. I suggest you do the same. It’ll only be a matter of time before they find the house, and Martin’s body.”

      At the mention of Martin, Rob waited a moment before adding, “Yeah, probably a good idea. What a bloody mess, though. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. There wasn’t meant to be any real trouble,” he said, his voice rising with each word, his anger mounting. “That’s what you both said: nobody would get hurt. But they did.”

      “Oh, stop being so dramatic, would you? We’ll both be out of it soon enough. And Martin? Well, he was collateral damage, unfortunate, like. So stop blubbering and figure out what you’ll do to keep clear of the shit that will undoubtedly start flying.” Bernard reached into his pocket again for another cigarette and struggled to light it. The motorway was almost empty as he swerved out of his lane for the second time then corrected his steering. The pull on the wheel jolted Rob, who had been busy gazing through the side window, deep in thought.

      “What the—?” he yelled as he righted himself in his seat.

      But Rob wasn’t the only one who noticed the van swerving. Two cars behind sat a motorway patrol car, the officers minding their own business as they made their way back to the station at the end of their shift. Rob spotted it in his side mirror, but it was too late. As he opened his mouth to tell Bernard, blue light reflected around the inside of the van as the patrol car gained, then pulled alongside them in the adjacent lane. Bernard glanced across at it. The driver signalled for him to pull over.

      “You’ve no choice, have you?” Rob said, defeated. “We’re hardly going to outrun them in this pile of crap. This isn’t an episode of The Bill, more’s the pity.” Bernard wasn’t convinced, however, and carried on, the siren from the police car sounding harsh to their ears as it reverberated around the tin can of a van.

      Rob had another go. “Pull it over! Don’t be a dumbass. We’ll never get away, so let’s see what they do. Might be nothing.”

      That seemed to pacify Bernard; they might only want him over for a rear light out or something equally trivial. He flicked his indicator to pull over and drifted to a stop on the hard shoulder. Both men sat silently, waiting. In the vehicle behind them, they knew the officer would be doing a vehicle check and both men hoped it didn’t throw up anything that they couldn’t handle.

      They were correct. A vehicle check was indeed taking place, a check that showed that the van was a vehicle of interest to the Croydon police in a possible abduction case. The two traffic officers looked at each other and rolled their eyes.

      “Better take a look then, hadn’t we? I guess we’ll not be getting back for a mince pie just yet.”

      As Officer Michaels approached the driver’s side of the van, his partner slipped down towards the passenger side and waited, largely in case the passenger decided to make a run for it. He’d had it happen before and didn’t fancy taking his chance with a chase in the wet so late on Christmas Eve. He should be on his way home.

      “License, please,” Michaels demanded wearily, and waited for Bernard to hand it over.

      “Not with me. Sorry. I’ll have to drop it in to you.” Bernard was playing for time, with no intention of confirming who he was if he could get away with it.

      “What’s your name, sir?’

      “Bernard Marks.”

      “Is this your vehicle, sir?”

      “No, it’s a mate’s.”

      The officer nodded, like he’d heard it all before. “Well, Bernard, do you want to tell me why you were weaving across lanes on two separate occasions?”

      “Ah, sorry. I was struggling with a packet of cigarettes, nothing more.” Bernard tried a bright smile. It didn’t work.

      “Have you been drinking, sir?”

      “I had a couple at lunchtime. Nothing since.”

      “Well, since we’re here, it makes sense to double-check with a Breathalyzer.” He looked at his colleague. It was the other officer’s cue to retrieve it from the patrol car.

      “What’s in the van, sir?”

      “Nothing. It’s empty.”

      “Mind if I take a look?” Bernard’s brain was thinking through the various outcomes at record speed, not sure which way to go.

      “Sir?”

      “Go ahead. It’s empty.” Bernard was starting to get warm under his collar, hoping there wasn’t anything lying around in the back, something they’d missed.Something that could screw this up even more.

      From their seats, Rob and Bernard watched as the officer approached the rear of the van and opened the double doors. In the low light available, there didn’t look to be anything amiss. It was, as Bernard had said, empty. Rob slowly let his breath out and relaxed a little as the officer closed one door and started to close the other.

      But something had caught his eye.
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      Billy and Chloe lay beneath their blankets, their breath visible on the air in the small garage, morning light filtering in through a triangle of bare glass where the old curtains didn’t quite meet each other. It was another grey-sky day, but at least it wasn’t raining. Chloe watched Billy as he lay sleeping, his mouth open a little, deep in a warm dream. He looked so peaceful. There wasn’t a sound outside their garage; the streets were quiet on Christmas morning. As if he sensed someone looking at him, Billy opened his eyes and stared straight up into Chloe’s.

      “Morning. Merry Christmas,” she said, smiling down at him, and watched him further as he returned a smile and wished her the same.

      “What time is it?”

      “A little after seven o’clock. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You didn’t really. I was coming to anyway,” he said, struggling to sit up and wrap a blanket around his shoulders as he did so. With no heating, it was cold in their setup, but at least they had privacy and safety. Chloe sat up with him and he pulled the blanket around her too.

      “And what would you like to do today, Chloe Matthews?” he asked, smiling, knowing whatever she said would be make-believe.

      “I think I’ll take a hot shower, then I fancy smoked salmon and scrambled eggs with a pot of hot coffee. What about you?”

      Playing the game, he carried on with, “I fancy bacon and eggs for a change today, on a couple of soft white rolls, if I may. I’m sick of salmon.”

      Chloe smiled at his sense of humour. “Well, I can’t help you with everything you desire this morning. sir, but I can provide you with the next best thing.”

      “Oh? What’s that?” He watched as she rummaged in her bag and pulled out a familiar printed brown paper bag. She handed it to him.

      “Merry Christmas! Open it.”

      Billy peered inside, and his face broke into a smile again. Inside was a cold Bacon and Egg McMuffin. She’d bought it with the money from the stranger who wanted her to call home – she’d put it to better use.

      “Chloe – thanks! How thoughtful. Let’s share it, though.”

      She shook her head. No. It’s yours. I’ve got my usual. Plus, the fact we have a nice hot dinner to look forward to later. I don’t want to spoil my appetite, now, do I? You eat it. It’s your present.” She watched him unwrap the greaseproof paper and, even though she could have ripped it from his hands, enjoyed watching him devour it hungrily, grease shining on his lips. When it came to the last mouthful, he offered it to her.

      “Please, take it,” he insisted, and she opened her mouth to receive it without him having to ask twice. It tasted like heaven, even cold.

      “Now it’s my turn,” Billy announced, slipping his hand into his own rucksack and pulling out a small bag. When he’d been in the charity shop, he’d seen it and knew Chloe would have liked it. He handed her the small white paper bag.

      “What’s this?” she enquired, surprised.

      “Open it and see, silly.”

      With delight and surprise, Chloe tore into the bag like she was six years old again. Inside the bag was a square of printed silk, baby pink with pretty, tiny flowers on it.

      “Oh, Billy. It’s beautiful! Thanks.”

      “It’s real silk. I thought you might like to wear it to lunch, have something pretty for a change. I know girls like pretty things.” He was smiling broadly, hoping she really did like it and his words didn’t sound condescending.

      “I love it, Billy. I’ll treasure it – thank you!” she said, and leaned over and gave him a big kiss on the cheek, taking him a little by surprise. For a moment he wasn’t sure what to say, and the pause between them was awkward, neither knowing what to say or do next. Billy broke the silence.

      “That was nice,” he said quietly, almost inaudibly, then reached out to pull her back inside his blanket, planting a kiss on her cheek in return. “I like you, Chloe Matthews.”

      “And I like you too, Billy Peters,” she said, smiling warmly as she snuggled in close. The smell of the McMuffin still lingered on the air of their small space.

      “I’m looking forward to a hot bath and dinner, aren’t you?”

      “Definitely,’ he agreed, pulling her closer.

      And there they stayed for a few more minutes, enjoying the warmth of their friendship and the warmth of the blanket they shared between them.

      A couple of hours later, they were making their way to Roy’s place. Chloe’s gift for him was tucked in her pocket, along with her new scarf to wear during dinner. As they walked arm in arm like the two close friends they had become, Chloe reflected, and not for the first time, on how her life had been catapulted into something so far away from what she had known only a few months ago – how she’d discovered she was pregnant, and that her parents had effectively been renting her out for money while she’d slept. What kind of unhinged parent did that to their child? No, she was better off without either of them, living like she was with Billy.

      Chloe wondered if, someday, Mary would ever think about her own mother.
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      She awoke to a strange shuffling nearby. Weak sunshine was forcing its way into her swollen eyes, making her wince with pain as she let the morning into them. As she realised she wasn’t waking in the dimly lit room where she’d been held, the memories of the previous day rushed through her head like an old mail train, pockets of information making her relive the experience all over again.

      But she wasn’t in the room, not now. She was outside and the sun was in her sore eyes as she forced them open to orientate herself. How long she’d lain there she’d no idea. She figured she’d passed out from exhaustion in the hammering rain the previous night. She was conscious of movement behind her head somewhere, but as she tried to turn and look, a stab of pain in her neck made her gag. Bitterly cold, her body seemingly frozen to the spot, she forced herself to awaken properly and look what was making the strange noise, hoping she wasn’t in trouble again.

      Tentatively, she pushed herself up to a wobbly kneeling position and turned towards the noisemaker. A small congregation of half a dozen or so cows stared at her nervously, ears twitching and glistening mouths chewing thin air as they watched her with trepidation. Relief washed over her at the realization she was in no danger. After all she’d been through, Leanne found the little energy she needed to smile for the first time in a week and relax for a moment. The cows were more frightened of her than she was of them.

      “Hi,” she said feeling she should say something. “Where am I?” she asked, though she expected no reply. Covering her eyes with the side of her hand to make a shield against the sunshine, she looked around. There was grass as far as she could see, but she could hear the sound of distant traffic, although it was much quieter than the previous night. She gave herself a quick once-over. Blood was still visible in patches on her shirt and hands; her bare legs were filthy with half-dried mud; and her feet were red and sore from stumbling about in the dark with no protection for her tender skin. Raising her hands to check her head, she could feel that her blonde hair was matted. The ends she could see were tinged with more red – his blood. Feeling conscious of her nakedness out in the open, she dropped her hands to cover herself, more out of instinct than necessity. She knew she needed to keep moving, find a way to safety, let her mum and dad know she was alive, then wait for a ride home.

      Home.

      It could now be a reality, something while locked away in that room at the house she thought she’d never see again.

      A male voice from behind startled her, and she instinctively hit the ground again as if to hide in the grass which was, of course, no use, but she lay there any way curled up, listening, as he repeated his call.

      “Hello there. Are you alright, miss?”

      She wracked her brain to see if she recognized his voice, not wanting to sit up and look who it might be. Was he from the house? He called again. No, she didn’t recognize him.

      “Hello, miss. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. But are you okay?” Scrambling on to her hands and knees but still staying low, she raised her head and looked at the man with terrified eyes. He was about twenty feet away. Every inch of her body trembled uncontrollably as she watched him get a little closer, taking his work coat off as he progressed in her direction. He tossed the coat her way, missing by a couple of feet.

      “Please, take my coat. I’ll turn around for you. Put it on. It’s good and warm,” he said. Leanne watched as he turned away, grateful for his consideration and the bit of privacy, grateful for the bit of warmth. She realized the man was likely the owner of the field she was in, the cows his; he wasn’t the enemy. The man turned back around and started towards her, and Leanne’s tears began to fall all over again. She began wailing like a banshee. The man rushed to her side and scooped her up in both arms and she let him, her whole body going limp with exhaustion. Slowly he picked his way through the field and back towards a vehicle that she hadn’t even noticed was there. Just being in the stranger’s arms felt a blessed relief to her soul, and she cried like a baby into his shoulder, spilling words out that didn’t make any sense to either of them. Manoeuvring her slightly to free his hand, he opened the passenger side door and gently placed her inside on the seat. He closed the door and then hurried around to the driver’s side and started the engine. The vehicle began to move forward and she found herself rocking slightly from side to side, too drained to support herself.

      “You’re safe now, miss. Whatever has happened, you’re safe.” He smiled warmly; his cheeks were rosy red from too many years working out in all weather. On any other day, he’d have looked a lot like a garden gnome. “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Leanne. Leanne Meadows. I need to tell my mum I’m alright. I’ve been gone a while; days, I think.”

      “Where is home, miss?”

      “Near Croydon. Where am I?”

      “A little way from there, in Kent. Swanley is the nearest town. How about I take you to my home, make you something hot to drink and call the police and your mum? Is that okay?” he asked politely.

      “I can’t think of anything I’d like better,” she said, mustering a small smile.

      “I’ll turn the heater up for you. You must be frozen – maybe a touch of hypothermia even. I expect the police may want you to go to the hospital and get checked out and whatnot. But first, hot drink and the phone calls, eh?” He smiled cheerily again, and Leanne was grateful for his warm spirit. “It’s all happening round here at the moment.”

      “What else has happened?” she enquired wearily.

      “Big fire last night. I guess you didn’t hear the fire engines? A big old house over there,” he said, pointing. “Up in flames.”

      Leanne instantly knew it had to be the same place. The hairs were standing up on the back of her neck. Gone up in flames, eh? Along with the man she’d stabbed. She wondered about the others she knew were kept there.

      “I must have passed out. Was anyone hurt?”

      “Not heard, miss. I dare say it’ll be on the news. By the way, Merry Christmas. Best present ever for your parents, you coming home, I’d say.”

      “Sorry? What day is it?” Her sense of time had disappeared with no way of seeing the outside world.

      “It’s Christmas Day, miss. It’s Christmas Day.”
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      A Christmas Day tradition in the Rutherford household was crumpets for breakfast, with lashings of melted butter. And it had to be butter, not margarine, not on Christmas Day. And when they’d finished a pack between them, they’d make coffee with warm milk and Janine would add a slug of rum for good measure. Crumpets and rum in his coffee were always the best way to start the day’s festivities. Sitting in his chair as content as a cat by an open fire, he smiled at Janine as she collected the cups and plates away from the table. She caught him looking.

      “What?’

      “I was just admiring the view,” he said cheekily, a twinkle in his eyes. Probably the early rum, he thought.

      “Well, don’t be getting any ideas if you want turkey and all the trimmings at lunchtime, else it will be bedtime, knowing you.” There was laughter in her voice as she gently reprimanded him; she cherished him and his wicked thoughts dearly.

      “And nothing shall stop Christmas lunch being served at lunchtime, let me tell you. It’s the best day of the year,” he said. He lifted his hand and counted off on his fingers as he spoke. “One: I have you all to myself. Two: I have a fat and rather full stomach to ache later while we watch Noel Edmonds give out his presents. And finally, three: there’s always sherry trifle left over for before bed, just to top me back up again in case I was feeling peckish. It’s the perfect day in every way,” he said, getting up and following her with the remainder of the breakfast things balanced in his hands.

      “Well, that’s good to know. Now, I’ll give you the veg to start peeling and I’ll get on with the rest,” she said as she loaded carrots, sprouts, potatoes and parsnips onto a tray along with a knife and vegetable peeler. Jack picked up a sprout and put it to his ear and waited for her to notice.

      “And that, last night, was the worst joke I’ve ever heard. There’ll be better ones in the crappy crackers we pull later on, Jack Rutherford.”

      “Possibly not.” Jack took the tray from her and headed into the lounge to peel the veg in front of the television. As he left, he quipped, “Mr Rutherford, you really must eat more sensibly,” loud enough for Janine to hear back in the kitchen. He could almost hear her roll her eyes. Still, the veg in front of the telly was all part of Christmas, he thought contentedly as he turned the set on and made himself comfortable. It was still early, and Live and Kicking’s Christmas Cracker was in full swing. He settled in to watch, fascinated by the seasonal silliness of it all and the heart-throb band of boys crooning – Westlife, they were called. God, he felt old sometimes. At least Morecambe and Wise were on later; they were a bit more his thing, though, really, Westlife should have been for his age group. He concentrated on the potatoes as the boys sang their Christmas hearts out and Jack was surprised to feel himself nodding a little in time with them. In the hallway, the phone started to ring.

      “Jack, can you get it, please? My hands are covered with stuffing mix,” Janine shouted down the hallway. “It’s probably for you anyway.”

      Grumbling that he hoped not, he answered it anyway, hoping it was a relative passing on festive cheer. He was wrong.

      “Sorry, Jack, but I have some news for you.” Jack recognized the voice of Pete Abbott, the sergeant who manned the front desk. He’d obviously pulled the short straw and was on duty Christmas morning. Jack felt dread creep up his spine like a tarantula. Not in the mood for small talk, he dove straight in without the pleasantries.

      “What is it, Pete? What’s happened?”

      “It’s good news, Jack. The girl, Leanne Meadows – she’s been found. And she’s okay.”

      It took a moment to sink into Jack’s head. Westlife wound down in the lounge as the news finally registered. “What happened? When?”

      “Kent police called a moment ago. Seems the girl escaped. A farmer found her and called the police. She’s in hospital being checked out for possible hypothermia as well as cuts and bruises, but otherwise, she’s unharmed. Frightened, but okay. Her parents have been contacted and they’re on their way to see her. Obviously, Kent police are keen to speak with her, find out what’s been happening, where she’s been kept.”

      “Well, that’s excellent news, Pete. I’d like to know myself.” Jack’s brain was in a tizzy as he tried to think what to do next.

      “Any news or sign of the other two missing girls?”

      “Nothing else to report, Jack. Sorry.”

      “Is Eddie aware?”

      “Can’t raise him to tell him. Thought I’d best tell you directly.”

      Some things never change.

      “Thanks for letting me know. Any idea when Kent will be able to speak to her?”

      “Not at the moment. Sorry.”

      “Keep me posted, will you?”

      “Of course, Jack. Good news, though. Nice for them all to be reunited for Christmas.”

      “Yes, it’s great news, really great news.” Jack finished the call and stood looking at the phone in his hand like it was going to morph into something special. He sensed Janine behind him and turned.

      “Don’t tell me you have to go …?” The look of disappointment on her face bit into his heart.

      “I don’t think so. But I may have to later. One of our missing girls has been found safe and relatively well. They’ve taken her to hospital.”

      “Well, that’s great news!” She dried her hands on her apron as she spoke.

      “Yes, it is, it is. I could do with talking to her, though. I’d like to be there when she’s interviewed.”

      “I understand, Jack. When will you know?”

      “Soon, I hope. I’d better not drink anything over lunch. Don’t want to be done for drink driving. Wouldn’t look too good.” He turned and headed back to the lounge and his half-finished tray of vegetables. For someone who had received news that one missing girl had been found, he didn’t feel much like celebrating. The other two girls were still missing and the time lapsed so far didn’t bode well for their survival.

      He focused on peeling the potatoes.
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      He was as stuffed as the turkey he’d eaten. Jack sat restlessly on the sofa beside Janine; a rerun of Morecambe and Wise was about to start on the TV, and a half glass of wine sat on the side table.

      “No point me getting it. It’ll be for you,” Janine remarked for the second time that day as Jack struggled to his feet to answer it. “You get off. I’ll sort the kitchen,” she called as he made his way to the phone. While he’d been waiting for the call to come through, he’d been dreading it too, not wanting to let his Janine down on Christmas Day. Unfortunately, crime never took a break. It didn’t celebrate Christmas.

      “Jack Rutherford,” he answered.

      “DS Tom McCormick, Kent police. I believe you might be expecting my call?”

      “Yes, thanks for ringing. What’s the story? How’s Leanne?”

      “I believe not bad, all things considered. I’m hoping to talk to her in the next couple of hours, hence my call to you. Fancy a drive?”

      “Tell me where to meet you.”

      After he’d noted the hospital address down and said his see-you-laters, Jack headed back to the lounge to break the news to Janine.

      “Just get back when you can. I’ll make some sandwiches for supper later and we can eat them in front of the TV. The Vicar of Dibley is on at nine o’clock. Try and be back for then if you can, eh?” Janine pecked him on his lips and smiled. “I hope the girl is alright. Now go and see how you can help get the others back.”

      Jack looked down into her forever sparkling eyes and lightly pecked her lips back.

      “Janine Rutherford, what have I done to deserve a woman like you, eh?”

      “You picked a good’un, didn’t you?” she said softly, reaching up to adjust his shirt collar slightly, not that it needed it. It was more a touch of love on her part. “Now go and do your job and I’ll see you when you get back. Drive safely.”

      Jack opened the front door to leave. “See you later, then.”

      Janine waved through the window as he started the Taurus and pulled out of the driveway.

      Jack took the opportunity to try and raise Eddie, wherever he was, but came up short. His calls kept going through to his mailbox. He wasn’t officially on duty so he could be forgiven, but there was rarely rest from a case like they were working on. Christmas Day and its skeleton staff fell at the wrong time for three missing girls. He called DI Morton, more out of duty than necessity; Morton was as much use as a chocolate fireguard. Like Eddie, there was no response.

      “Best I sort this myself, then,” he said to himself, feeling like he was the only person who cared about what happened to the girls. He pushed the CD into the player and ELO started out with “Hold on Tight,” which seemed fitting for the drive. His dreams at that moment were that Leanne was alright and that the other two girls would be found safe and well. After that, he dreamed of heading back to the warm fireplace, Janine, and supper. That would make his Christmas, alright. He turned up the volume and sang along with ELO. He knew every word of every song on the album and when it switched over and “Horace Wimp” started, he thumped the steering wheel in time with the lyrics.

      With almost clear roads ahead of him, he headed around the M25 towards Kent, and thought about how lucky Leanne had been to escape. He hoped the others could be so lucky. Fifty minutes later, the red brick hospital building came into view and he swung in, immediately finding a parking space near the front entrance. He marvelled at how easy the drive and parking had been; perhaps every day could be like Christmas Day. Life would be a little easier. He put his foot out onto the damp tarmac; the rain was long gone and the afternoon sun was doing its best to dry the earth beneath it. There were lighter patches where it had succeeded, but the sun was not hot enough to cause steam to rise. Maybe on another day. Heading inside, Jack made his way to the ward and the room number he’d been given by Tom McCormick, and wasn’t surprised to see a uniformed officer by the girl’s door. “Looks like someone else cared too,” he thought with relief. Tom was a decent bloke. He showed his warrant card to the officer on duty and then poked his nose in. Leanne was with a nurse. He withdrew it again.

      “I’m looking for DS Tom McCormick,” he said to the officer, retracing his steps back out to the corridor.

      “Just gone for a coffee. He’ll be back soon, I expect.”

      “Thanks. Are her parents here?” Jack asked, nodding towards Leanne’s door again.

      “Yes. They are with Tom getting coffee while the nurse is in.”

      “Any other visitors?”

      “Not that I’ve seen, and I’ve been here pretty much since she came in. Good news she’s here, though, made it out alive.”

      “Certainly is. Now we have to find the others.”

      “Well, if they were in that house too, they’d be lucky. Leanne got out before the fire.”

      This was all news to Jack. “What fire?”

      “A fire was reported nearby where she was found by the farmer. We think it could be connected, might be the place where she escaped from, though until we’ve spoken to her, we don’t know much. Speculation on our part for a while longer. Anyway, Tom will tell you more,” he said, pointing down the corridor at a group heading their way. “He’s here now with her parents.”

      Jack watched as a weary Dave and Penny Meadows walked towards him with Tom McCormick. Since he’d last seen them, they looked like they had aged twenty years. He put out his hand to greet them both when they reached him.

      “Good news for you both. I’m so glad she’s back,” Jack said compassionately, his eyes meeting Penny’s. Hers looked sore from crying, but she was happier than the last time he’d seen her. He had hated asking if her daughter had been pregnant, and he’d left their house feeling like he’d made matters worse.

      “We just want to see her, see our baby girl.”

      “Then let’s go and do that,” Jack said.

      Tom nodded.
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      It felt good to be safe and warm again, and even hospital food was better than what Leanne had been eating over the last few days. Christmas Top of the Pops was on the TV and she was half-watching that. She’d been examined by doctors, examined by forensics, and had briefly been questioned by police, though the doctors had put a stop to it until she’d rested a while. Right now, Leanne Meadows lay deep in thought and feeling thankful to be alive while she waited for her parents to arrive. Then, she’d talk to the police properly. The police, she knew, were extremely anxious to get moving.

      A nurse put her head round the door of her room.

      “Your parents are here now, Leanne. Do you feel up to seeing them?” she asked kindly. Leanne nodded, a weak smile playing on her lips. She wished she could muster a little more energy but exhaustion was weighing her down. The nurse approached her bed and helped her to sit up, fluffing her pillows behind her like a mother hen.

      “I’ll show them in. The police are here too, so I’ll give you a minute together, and then I’ll let them in. The sooner you get it over with, the better, I say. Then it’s a good night of rest for you. Okay?”

      Leanne nodded. A moment later, she heard her mother before she actually saw her. Mrs Meadows gave an excited cry and rushed to her daughter, arms wide and tears of joy rolling down her cheeks. She took her daughter gently in her arms and sobbed her relief. Her father joined in, wrapping his arms around them both, squeezing a little harder than perhaps he ought to have. When, finally, they both pulled back, Leanne was crying with relief too, and all three collectively wiped their eyes with the back of their hands.

      A detective hovered at the doorway, waiting for permission to enter. Leanne waved him in; his colleague followed close behind him. Leanne’s mum glared for a moment.

      “It’s alright, Mum. The sooner I get this over with, the better.”

      “Are you sure, dear? Don’t you want to rest more first?”

      “No, I want to get it out of my system, and then I can forget it. It’s best, I’m sure.” The detective took a seat by her bed, the old plastic chair creaking under his ample weight. Would it hold out while they talked? Leanne wondered, trying to prepare herself for what she had to say, to find a little humour in the horror of it all. She also knew it could have been a good deal worse for her than it had been. She’d never forget that bit, she was sure. The other detective stood next to him, a pleasant-looking man, she thought. He had kind eyes, though he looked a little nervous fiddling with his top lip like a child. Both her parents stayed close by, Leanne’s mother holding her daughter’s hand, stroking the back of it gently, careful not to touch the drip that was inserted a little higher up. The seated detective introduced himself.

      “Hi, Leanne. I’m DS Tom McCormick, Kent Police. And this is DC Jack Rutherford, Croydon Police.” Jack nodded and smiled without actually showing his teeth, just enough to acknowledge her. “Do you feel up to answering a few questions?” Tom continued.

      “Yes, I want to get it all over with. Ask whatever you want.”

      “Well, I find the best place to start is at the beginning, so why don’t you tell us what happened on Monday and we’ll take some notes. Sound okay?”

      Leanne nodded, thought for a moment, and then, taking a deep breath, recalled the whole story from when she’d left work – the puncture, the van, the younger girl being kidnapped, the house and how she’d managed to escape. Tears flowed as she spoke, not only her own but her mothers, and when she told them of her room visitor and what he’d been about to do, Mrs Meadows cried out loud with anguish. Her husband comforted her as her lower lip trembled uncontrollably. When the room had quieted down again, Leanne finished her story with the farmer finding her, taking her back to his house and calling the police. Then she had a question of her own.

      “Am I in trouble for stabbing the man?”

      “No, you’re not. It was brave of you, but no, you are not in any trouble.” It was the seated detective and he had a question in return.

      “Let’s start with the house where you were kept. How far from where you were found do you think it was, and what can you remember about it?”

      “It was two storeys, old, cold and in the middle of nowhere. When I ran, I didn’t know where I was going; it was dark and raining. I’d say I’d been running for at least an hour when I fell, but I couldn’t be sure. It was so disorientating. I hadn’t a clue where I was going. I’m sorry. I tried to keep moving but …” When her voice trailed off, both detectives looked at one another and something passed between them, something that Leanne also saw.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “There was fire reported late last night, not that far from where you were found. An old property, in the middle of nowhere. It might be the same building. We’ll know more when forensics have finished with it.” Dave Meadows cleared his throat, perhaps a little too loudly, and Jack looked his way. Their eyes met for a second then Jack broke away.

      Leanne carried on, “What about the others? There was at least a young woman. I don’t think she was part of it. She couldn’t have been much older than me. She brought my food. She was the one that brought the spoon. If she hadn’t done that, I daren’t think what I’d have done when he came in.” Her voice broke. She owed her life to the young woman. With the back of her hand, she wiped the big tears that had started to fall again. Her mother passed her a tissue.

      “We have only found one body in the house, and right now we’re assuming it’s the same place you were held. Again, we’ll know more after forensics have finished. The house was gutted. If the others did get out, they could be anywhere. Who are the others you definitely know about, other than the girl, and the man who attacked you?”

      “I only met one other man, but I heard screams in the distance so I couldn’t say who else. I only heard the screams.” Leanne described the other man in some detail. The fact he’d been so repulsive made it easier to remember what he’d been wearing, his pudgy face and sausage-meat stomach. Maybe if she let it all out she could be cleansed of the vision of him taking up space in her head.

      When all the details were down, Tom McCormick closed his notebook. “Leanne, you’ve been extremely helpful. Thank you. I’m sure we’ll have a few more questions, but we’ve plenty to work on for now, so I suggest you get some rest. I’ll call back, probably tomorrow. I believe you’ll be going home soon?” He looked at Penny Meadows for confirmation.

      “When the doctor has done his rounds tomorrow – fingers crossed,” she replied with a hopeful smile.

      “What happens now, then, Detective?” Dave Meadows asked after clearing his throat again.

      “We see what that house tells us.”

      Did Jack imagine it, or did Mr Meadows blanch?
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      It was almost dark when Jack got to the scene of the fire. He’d followed Tom McCormick out so they could each go in their separate directions afterwards, and even though it was getting late, Jack was interested to see what was left of where Leanne had been held. Mobile lighting shone brightly up ahead, highlighting the spot they were travelling to. The bumpy track played havoc with the old Taurus’s suspension. He really should get a new car. They pulled to a stop and headed over to the makeshift tent that had been erected. The crime scene investigators were taking a break. They were dressed in hooded white paper suits, face masks pulled down under their chins while they chatted. Tom introduced Jack to the team, whom he knew well; there were collective nods all around. Behind them, the remains of a blackened, wet, stinking building were lit up like a museum on a gala evening. Smoke hung in the air, making it smell like a November bonfire night rather than a jolly festive Christmas evening. A lone firefighter was dampening down hotspots; the others were packing away their tools, their sooty faces looking exhausted. Jack would have a word with the forensic investigator in charge in a moment, but now he turned his attention to a man who was walking purposefully towards them both.

      “Jack, this is my DI, Graham Brooks,” said Tom, introducing them. “Anything for us yet, Guv?” Tom asked.

      “Surprisingly, yes, actually. A couple of things of interest. From their initial examination, it looks like the fire started in a downstairs room, middle of the house. Accelerant residue suggests arson, and there’s accelerant out front also, by the two burned-out cars. The building partly collapsed over the seat of the fire,” he said, pointing. “That part went down first and that’s where they found the body, but luckily not all of the building has gone, as you can see. Whoever started this fire wasn’t too lucky if they were hoping for it all to burn. Fire service got here pretty quickly, so there’s something left to work with. Hopefully, forensics will come up with something useful.”

      “Well, the VINs should be a useful start. Those two cars will tell us something. I wonder why they were left?” said Tom.

      “My guess is someone thought taking the reg plates off would be enough,” Brooks said, nodding over to the burned-out cars. “There’s usually remains of a plate left, but both plate holders are empty on both vehicles, so I’d say they were a bit thick in that respect.”

      “Let’s hope they weren’t stolen vehicles, then – dead ends. We could do with a break. Anything else so far?” This from Jack.

      “Not much yet. Crime scene techs haven’t been upstairs yet. It’s too dangerous.”

      Jack hoped there weren’t any more dead bodies up there, namely those of the missing girls. The DI read his mind.

      “Fire team went up initially, and there were no other bodies found. Just the one, which is on its way to the morgue, but we think it’s too big for any of the missing girls. For now, we’re suggesting that it’s probably the man who attacked Leanne. There’s nothing but charred remains, so we can’t be totally sure as yet. Maybe dental will help us there, and the VINs with a name.”

      Jack looked at the blackened mess up ahead. How the hell they’d get much else from the burned-out building he’d no idea, but he knew there were ways. He’d stay hopeful.

      Tom’s phone rang, and he moved away to one side to answer it, leaving Jack with his thoughts. If the girls were not in the building, what the hell had happened to them? And where had the other men gone? There had to be others. Leanne had said there was another male in the van; surely, one man couldn’t have set this up all on his own.

      He turned to the DI. “What’s being done to find the missing girls. Is there a search in process locally? If they were in this house, they could be on foot, as Leanne was. Any signs of anything?”

      The DI shook his head. “We only found out about the girl that escaped a short time ago, so no, not as yet, but we have a team on their way out. It’s possible they could have been moved somehow, which is what I’m suspecting. Given the two cars parked out front, I’m betting there’s another mode of transport – a van, maybe.”

      “Well, that fits with what we have already: a van owned by Martin Coffey, one we’ve been looking for since this all broke loose. He did five years in Strangeways for kidnapping, so he’s someone we’d like to talk to. I’m also wondering if that’s who Leanne stabbed, and whether he’s the charred individual found inside. In which case, someone else is driving that van, and a couple of very frightened girls could well be inside.”

      Tom rejoined the conversation. “Then that van is our priority. We need to find it and fast. When the team arrive, I’ll get them focused locally in case they are nearby, but we need that van.”

      Jack’s phone began to ring and he excused himself, leaving the two men to talk. The call turned out to be music to Jack’s ears. When he’d finished, he filled the two detectives in with what had happened.

      “That was Sussex Police. Seems a young couple picked a girl up late last night near Maresfield, wandering in the road, bound and gagged and severely distressed. Had a bag of some description over her head. She was taken to a nearby hospital and the local police attended, and they have since connected with our investigation. Her description fits one of the missing girls apparently, hence their contact.”

      “Which one is she, do you know?” asked Tom.

      “They think maybe Kate Bryers. Apparently, she’s too traumatised to talk. Hasn’t said a word since she was found. I’m going to shoot over there now, see if I can confirm it’s little Kate and let her parents know she’s alright.” Jack was already on the move towards his vehicle, hoping he could find his way back out to the motorway without getting lost in the maze of narrow lanes. He didn’t fancy an unnecessary detour. It was late enough already.

      “Let us know, eh, Jack?” Tom shouted after him, and Jack waved his arm in the air in acknowledgment. He hoped with all his heart it was one of the young girls they’d been looking for.

      And that meant there was only Lesley left to find. What a Christmas this was turning out to be.
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      Jack had arrived back home to Janine just before midnight, missing not only The Vicar of Dibley but turkey sandwiches for supper with the woman he loved. How his wife stayed so understanding he’d never know. She really was a gem, and he admired her resolve to be as supportive as she was every day of his life. Still, he’d had the pleasure of confirming it had been little Kate Bryers that had been found and had informed her parents, who had then leapt into their car and met him at the hospital. Not wanting to intrude on their time together, he’d waited patiently while they’d sat around the child’s bed and offered their love and support. When he couldn’t wait any longer, he’d sat with all three of them and gently tried to pose his questions, but Kate hadn’t spoken a single word. It had been a nurse that had put a stop to it, conscious of Kate’s need to rest. She’d then given the little girl a sedative, making any further questions pointless.

      As for Kate, she had a long road to recovery ahead of her, to repair not only her physical injuries but her mental scarring, too. Her ordeal would take some considerable time and patience to heal from.

      There was still at least one more girl to bring home. Where they would now start looking, he had no idea.

      The crime scene investigators came up trumps the following day. After the fire brigade had finally left and they’d got the scene all to themselves, they had conducted a thorough examination of the burned-out remains. It had been filthy work, particularly in the downstairs rooms where the ceiling had collapsed onto the floor below. The team had had a couple of feet of charred timber and other building materials to sift through. It had been hard going looking for clues as to what had happened prior to the fire, but they’d found items of interest. The upstairs, or what was left of it, had been particularly fruitful, though getting results from the items they’d retrieved would take a while longer. The remaining upstairs rooms had suffered from mainly smoke and water damage, so there was little chance of fingerprint retrieval from any of the remaining surfaces. Still, there were small pieces of what could be bedclothes, and the crime scene investigators hung their hopes on getting some usable DNA on the fragments they’d bagged.

      Other than that, there wasn’t much else to find, even though each room had been searched with a magnifying glass. Then, as a technician was on his way out of the remains of the last room, he had spotted a small, smooth lump on the edge of a table. Why it caught his attention he’d never know. It was merely a small black lump on top of a sooty surface, and it looked like everything else in the room – black. But sometimes fate was on your side, so he took a closer look. Peering at it, he still couldn’t figure out quite what it was, so he had taken his tweezers and picked up the tiny object, slipping it into an evidence bag and labelling it to be processed along with all the other items the team had retrieved between them. After one last look around the charred room, he had made his way carefully back to join his colleagues who were working downstairs.

      At the rear of the property, another crime scene technician was painstakingly going through the remains of the rubbish bins; there were dozens of discarded take-away trays in a bag beside him at his feet. Further along, another technician was on her hands and knees removing gunk from a grid cover where a pipe emptied out, more than likely from a basin or bathroom somewhere in the house. Mixed in with leaves and other detritus could be human hair, and if there was even one strand, preferably with its root intact, it could be vital to telling them who had frequented the place. There was barely a sound as everyone concentrated diligently on their work. Life as a SOCO was not as sexy as it was on the TV.

      “Bingo!” said a voice excitedly.

      Everyone’s head popped up to see what was going on, who had found what.

      “Look at this beauty!” the voice said. It belonged to Louise, one of the more experienced techs. She was holding up something familiar to all, a smile on her face the size of a watermelon slice. “And it’s not empty,” she added gleefully. In her gloved fingers, she held the top edge of a used condom, its contents perfectly preserved in the bottom of it.

      “Now that’s what I like to find – an easy bit of the puzzle. Let’s hope he’s in the system and he can tell the police exactly what he was doing here and when,” she said, then slipped it carefully into yet another evidence bag to be examined in greater detail at the lab.

      By the end of the day, they were almost done photographing, videoing and packaging items of interest. The crime scene vans were packed with items for closer analysis later. It was tough and monotonous work, but important work that sorted the guilty from the innocent.

      And they wanted the guilty.
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      Billy and Chloe were back at work on the streets begging, though with Boxing Day shoppers in a hurry to get to the next bargain, there wasn’t a lot of charitable donating going on. Not even Billy’s cheery way of persuasion was working, and by lunchtime he felt like calling it a day. He wondered how Chloe was faring. Was she having better luck than he?

      “Spare a coin for an old ex-leper?” he repeated to passers-by. He sat wrapped up warm against a cold breeze that felt like it was blowing from the North Pole. He hoped snow wasn’t on its way, though it would stop some of the drafts in the old garage if a few inches fell, and it would add to the festive cheer, a cheer he wasn’t witness to right now.

      “Spare a coin for an old ex-leper?” he chanted, almost on autopilot now.

      “Hello, Billy,” said a familiar voice. He turned and was happily surprised to see Jack, the man who’d given him money, the man he’d helped in the charity store and the man who he knew was a police officer.

      “Come to arrest me for deception, Mr Rutherford?” he joked. “Not being a leper and all.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t know about you being an ex-leper, now, would I? Though I can clearly see you aren’t currently suffering from the disease. And it’s not even called leprosy anymore.”

      “No? You mean I have to call it something else, change my marketing strategy?”

      “Possibly, but asking for a shekel for an old ex–Hansen’s disease sufferer doesn’t have the same ring, in my book.” He grinned down at Billy, who smiled back. Billy put his hand out to shake and Jack obliged.

      “Did you have a nice Christmas Day?” Billy asked.

      “We did, thank you – when I wasn’t working, that is. And you? What did you and your girl do?”

      “We got an invite to a friend’s place – dinner and a bath, actually,” Billy said in mock smugness, touching his coat collar like he was royalty. “It was a real treat. Played Scrabble, would you believe.”

      Jack smiled at the mention of the game he’d given the boy, glad they’d had fun with it. He hated wasting anything.

      “Well, I’m glad you had fun. Janine and I were going to invite you to come to ours but I couldn’t find you.”

      “Well, that was nice of you both. Thanks.”

      “As it turned out, Christmas Day was a bit of a write-off. I had to go to Kent, then Sussex for a case I’ve been working on, and I didn’t get back until almost midnight. But it was good to reunite two missing children with their parents. So, it all turned out well in the end.”

      Billy lost his smile for a moment, deep in thought at something. Jack picked up on it.

      “Hey, I wasn’t making a point at your story – not that I know what your story is. This was a child. She was only twelve.” The two looked at one another, neither sure what to say next until Jack remembered why he was out looking for Billy in the first place. He handed over a bag.

      “Janine and I thought you’d appreciate this since we didn’t make a get-together. She’s made a stack of turkey sandwiches. There’s pork pie and Christmas cake and a couple of packets of crisps. Oh, and I slipped a couple of cans of lager in too.” Jack beamed. “Please, take it. She makes the cake from scratch herself. It’s the best there is.”

      Billy reached out and took the bag. “I don’t know what to say. Thanks. Thanks very much. Chloe and I will enjoy that later. Please thank Janine for us both.”

      “You are more than welcome. Now, I’d better let you get back to work. I’ll see you around, then?”

      “Thanks, Jack. You will, I’m sure,” Billy said, and watched him walk off into the distance. He was heartened that there were still some decent folks in the world, folks who wouldn’t judge his lifestyle or his circumstances. Chloe had found Roy from the café, a man who had helped them enormously, and Billy was glad to have met Jack Rutherford, police or not.

      On the other side of town, Chloe was finding trade slow too. Her begging technique was somewhat different to Billy’s, and again with distracted Boxing Day shoppers in a frantic hurry to either shop or go home out of the freezing cold wind, she was about to give up herself. Her stomach rumbled. Roy’s Christmas dinner was ancient history and the mince pies she’d eaten for breakfast had long gone. She yearned for a hot mug of tea and a bacon butty. And a friendly face. After a particularly nasty experience, when a shopper had spat at her and hissed, “Why don’t you get a job? Scum!” she decided she’d had enough for one day. She packed her few things together and set off back towards home with tears threatening. She fought to contain her emotions and not let them show. Blaming it on her mixed-up hormones after giving birth and the added stress of abandoning her baby, she braved it out, not letting one salty drop slide down her cheeks and betray her. She would not let herself be undone by the words or actions of a stranger who knew nothing of her or what she was going through.

      Nor cared.

      The change she’d gathered rattled in her pocket as she walked along the pavement, and while there wasn’t much, there’d be enough for a can of Coke. Chloe slipped into a small corner shop and browsed the shelves for what she could afford. She was conscious of a set of brown eyes watching her from behind the cash register but carried on browsing, deciding how best to spend the money she had earned. She selected a can of no-name cola, which was cheaper than Coke, then made her way over to the fridge. There might be a sandwich going cheap, close to its use-by date as they sometimes were. But she was out of luck; they were all full price, a price she wasn’t prepared to pay. A packet of six sausage rolls caught her eye. At least if she had them she could save a couple for Billy for later – he’d like that – and eat the others with the cola. But the price was too high. If she purchased them, there’d be nothing left, and since she didn’t know what kind of day Billy was having, she couldn’t chance it. There was only one other way. She’d have to steal them.

      Checking that the clerk was busy with another customer, she slipped the packet of sausage rolls inside her coat and took the can of cola up to the counter to pay. She was almost clear and walking out the door when she felt a strong hand on her shoulder, pulling her back. It was enough to unbalance her and loosen her grip on the packet within her coat, and the sausage rolls fell unceremoniously to the floor.

      “Thought so, you thieving little cow,” snarled another brown-eyed man, and roughly pushed her towards the small office area at the back of the store. “Let’s see what the police have to say to your thieving, shall we?” he said, not expecting her to answer.

      There was no escaping for Chloe, though it was the perfect end to such a rotten day. She slumped down into the proffered chair and kept her head hung low, staying silent. If she didn’t say anything, she wouldn’t get in any more trouble.

      Or so she thought.
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      Just outside of Horsham in West Sussex, Beryl and Malcolm, along with their dog Brandy, were taking a welcome Boxing Day walk in the late afternoon before the little sun there was finally disappeared for the day. After another big lunch of leftovers, they’d played hide and seek with the grandchildren until the children had grown tired and cranky. Feeling a little old for such constant entertainment needs, Beryl and Malcolm had breathed a sigh of relief when home time had finally been announced and both sets of children had headed off to their own homes. The pair were heading home now for some peace and quiet, and to plates of leftovers for supper should they fancy a bite to eat. Malcolm belched contentedly.

      “That was a bit loud,” Beryl admonished as they walked out towards the green fields and the few trees beyond.

      “There’s no one out here to hear me, B, and it’s not good to hold it in,” he reasoned, taking her hand in his as they strolled. Brandy dashed around them as dogs often did.

      “She’s probably sick of being indoors too,” Malcolm said, nodding to the beagle. “I love the children to bits, but they’re a bit young yet to know what’s what, and they wind her up terribly. I fear one day she might snap back at them. Won’t you, Brandy?” he added, in that cutesy voice dog owners always seemed to use. The dog sensed she was being asked a question and gave a single bark in reply.

      “See? Even Brandy agrees with me.”

      “Don’t be daft. She’d bark like that if you asked her the lottery numbers. It doesn’t mean she has them.”

      Malcolm squeezed his wife’s hand lightly. “Now wouldn’t that be nice, B? What would you do with all that money, at our age?”

      “I’d book a cruise, for starters, then figure the rest out while we lay in the sunshine somewhere a long way from here.”

      Brandy ran on ahead, sniffing the ground as she went, searching for something of interest known only to her as they headed closer to the trees. Beryl and Malcolm followed slowly behind, bantering companionably.

      Suddenly Brandy gave two sharp barks.

      “What’s she found now? A poor rabbit or something?” said Beryl. Neither she nor Malcolm could see the dog now.

      “I don’t know,” said Malcolm, sounding curious. “It doesn’t sound like her normal rabbit bark, though, does it?” He turned to Beryl and they stood still for a moment to listen. Brandy obliged them with a few more barks.

      “I wonder what’s upsetting her, then. She sounds insistent at something.”

      Beryl called the dog back, but Brandy stayed put. “Now that’s strange. She always comes,’ she said, and they both took the cue and headed towards the sound of the dog’s barks. When they’d pushed their way through the lower branches and brambles of the small copse, they could see Brandy ahead, but nothing else was obvious. Brandy was sitting still, barking constantly now and looking at both Malcolm and Beryl as they approached.

      “What is it, Brandy?” Malcolm asked, Beryl close behind him. Twigs snapped under their feet as they made their way forward. The carpet of fallen, sodden leaves covering the sticky ground made it difficult to see where they were stepping. When they finally reached the dog, it was Beryl who saw what was exciting Brandy, and she gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. Malcolm followed her horrified gaze. Partly covered with leaves was a body. Malcolm stepped closer and brushed the hair from its face slightly. It was a young girl. Her face was as white as a bedsheet and she had bruising under her eyes. Instinctively, he knew she was dead, but he put his fingers to her neck anyway.

      And waited.

      And waited. Beryl stood silently nearby, Brandy now quiet at her heels, and then reached for her cell phone to call the police, thanking their son silently for having given her such an extravagant Christmas present. ‘To keep you both safe should you need it,” he’d said. Well, they needed it right now, and as she pressed for emergency and waited for a connection, Malcolm shouted three little words that would stay with them for the rest of their lives.

      “She’s still alive!”
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      It had felt good to drop a bag of food off to Billy and his girl, not that Jack had managed to meet her yet, but he doubted she was a figment of Billy’s imagination. He might beg like someone from a Monty Python sketch, but he seemed genuine enough. And cheeky. Jack smiled again just thinking about the young man. Janine would like him too, he was sure. Jack looked across at DI Morton’s still-empty office and wondered yet again how he managed to keep himself out of events, and how the brass higher up never seemed bothered. Eddie was obviously taking a leaf out of his book, and since Morton was hardly there to witness what his team were up to, that also never got dealt with. Jack and a handful of others were the only true coppers in the squad that gave a damn.

      News had spread that Leanne and Kate had been found, alive and relatively well, and the morning briefing had been completed for those present. Jack was heading for the coffee cupboard when Mo, the civilian researcher, caught up with him. Even the small journey from her desk to where they both stood made her breathless and she stood for a moment trying to gather some control before she spoke. Jack waited patiently for her to say whatever it was she wanted to tell him. The woman could do with losing three or four stone to get down to a healthier weight, he reflected. There were biscuit crumbs stuck to her ample cleavage and Jack tried not to notice.

      “What’s up, Mo?”

      “Christmas Day evening, late on,” she panted, then carried on. “Traffic cops on the M25, Sussex. Stopped a van. Our van. Nothing inside. The driver wasn’t Martin. He wasn’t there. A man called Bernard, with no papers on him, and another guy, a passenger. The driver said he’d drop them into a station soon.”

      “Right,” said Jack, waiting to see if there was any more. When it was clear she’d finished, he went on. “So, they let the van go?”

      “Yes, no reason to hold it, or them. One thing, though. I spoke to the traffic officer. Says there were a couple of sets of vehicle reg plates sticking out from under the passenger seat. The men said they were off a couple of old vehicles back at home and that was the end of it. Unfortunately, the officer didn’t make a note of the plate info. Shame, really.” She was able to speak normally again now. “It was late. Shift was nearly over and they had nothing else to report, but I wondered.”

      “I see where you’re going, Mo. You’re thinking about the two burned-out vehicles that were at the house. The plates were off them. Shit! So close. Damn it!” shouted Jack, making the few in the room stop and turn their way. Mo’s neck reddened for no reason other than the outburst from Jack.

      “And no, there’s no CCTV footage from that area that night. The cameras were off; there wasn’t enough traffic to warrant them. When will the day come when they are on full time, eh?” Jack stood, thumb resting between his lips, thinking. “The area could fit too. They might have dropped little Kate off and carried on. Which part of the motorway were they stopped at?”

      “Not far from the Horsham area, so West Sussex. She was East Sussex. Still would work, though.”

      “Right. See if any cameras were working, further along. We could do with a break, though I expect the van’s long gone now. It’s nearly twenty-four hours ago. If they’ve any sense, they’ll have ditched it somewhere and burned it. Can you let the local police know to be on the lookout, or see if they’ve already found it and not realised we’re after it?”

      “Right, yes. I’ll get on to it.”

      “And Mo?”

      “Yes?

      “Good work. Thanks.”

      Mo’s neck turned an even deeper shade of red.

      He turned his focus back to making his mug of Nescafe and piled in a couple of sugars for good measure. Breakfast seemed like an age ago and the instant kick of caffeine and sugar would carry him through a while longer. A sausage sandwich would have been perfect right about now. He was about to return to his desk when the phone in his breast pocket rang, He jumped, slopping coffee over the rim of his mug and on to the stained carpet tiles below. He’d had the phone a while, but still, it gave him a fright when it went off. He cursed under his breath.

      “DC Jack Rutherford.”

      “Jack, it’s DS Mark Tomlinson here, Merevale Police up the road.”

      “Yes, hello. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, we brought a young lady in for shoplifting earlier, and when we were processing her, we found your card in her pocket.”

      “Oh? What’s the young lady’s name?”

      “It’s Chloe Mathews, of no fixed address. I thought you might like to know, since she’s dealt with you in the past.”

      The line was silent as Jack searched the memory banks in the back of his head for where he might have come across the girl.

      “Right,” he finally said, stumped. “Well, I can’t think who she is. Has she asked for me at all?”

      “No, just me thinking I should call you. Anyway, that’s all I wanted.”

      Suddenly it dawned on him. “Chloe. Homeless, you say?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m on my way over for a chat. Make her a mug of tea, would you? And find her a couple of biscuits.”

      “Eh? She’s been caught nicking sausage rolls, for heaven’s sake.”

      “As a favour, then. Tea and biscuits. See you in a few minutes.”

      Jack smiled at the phone. She sounded like Billy’s girl, all right, and just as cheeky.
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      As Jack turned into the Merevale station yard, he wondered what this Chloe Mathews would be like, and how she’d got hold of his card. Yes, she was probably Billy’s girlfriend, he thought. He pulled his jacket close, climbed out of the car and headed towards the back door as a bitter wind caught him around the ears. Maybe it was time to start wearing a woolly hat, he mused, like an old boy would. He pressed the buzzer and waited for the door to open then made his way in to meet DS Mark Tomlinson. Tomlinson met him halfway, striding towards him with an outstretched hand and a friendly smile.

      “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

      “And you. Thanks for calling me. I think I know who she is now, though I was struggling to remember her right then and there. How’s she doing, and what’s happening?” he asked as they entered an empty interview room. It looked as comfortable as any other interview room up and down the country – made for criminal confession and not for comfort. Jack took one of the plastic chairs and sat awkwardly.

      “She’s been arrested before, but since she had your card, I figured you might like to know that there may another connection someplace. Shoplifters don’t normally carry detectives’ cards about their person – not in my experience, anyway.” He smiled as he said it, and Jack warmed to the man. “She thanked you for the tea and biscuits, by the way.”

      It was Jack’s turn to smile. “May I chat with her, off the record?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “Where are you up to now with her? Has she been charged?”

      “Yes. Had to.”

      “Right, yes. Okay, if I can see her that would be great.”

      “I’ll bring her in. We won’t be listening.”

      While Jack sat waiting, he wondered exactly what he was going to talk to her about. He only knew her through Billy, had never met her before now, and of course couldn’t do a fat lot for her at this point since she’d already been charged. Figuring he’d work it out as he went, he turned as the door opened and a young woman walked in.

      “I’ll be outside if you need anything,” Tomlinson said, and then he was gone.

      Jack studied the girl until she sat down, her head falling forward, making it difficult to see much of her. What he could see of her face looked defeated. He waited, hoping she’d say something to kick the conversation off, but after a full minute, it was obvious that was going to be Jack’s responsibility.

      “I’m Jack. A sort of friend of Billy’s. I’m assuming you’re Billy’s girl?” He kept his voice light, hoping to encourage her confidence in him. “What’s your name?”

      Silence.

      “Look, I may be able to help here. I told Billy to call me if he was ever in trouble, and since he gave that card to you and you are right at this moment in trouble, well, why don’t you help us both out?”

      Quietly, she said, “I’m sorry for nicking the sausage rolls. I was hungry. And I thought Billy would like some for later. I hadn’t enough money for them and the cola.”

      It was a start; the girl was speaking.

      “I understand, Chloe,” said Jack.

      “Can you get me off, Jack? I didn’t mean any harm.” Her voice was barely audible; she still had not looked at him.

      “It’s difficult now you’ve been charged, but why don’t you tell me the whole story and I’ll put a word in for you.” He waited for another beat before adding, “What have you got to lose?”

      And so, still without raising her head, she told Jack the brief story of how a rotten day begging had ended her up at the police station, and how she’d been processed like a criminal for a few sausage rolls that had been stolen out of desperation, not malice. Had she had the money, she would have gladly paid for them. Stealing was wrong, she knew.

      “What will happen to me now?” she asked, a tear dropping off the end of her nose onto the table in front of her. Idly, she placed a single finger over it and played with the tiny puddle. Jack felt his heart catch in his chest as he watched.

      “Well, you will appear in court, and the judge will decide. I doubt you’ll end up inside. Stealing sausage rolls does actually carry a six-month custodial sentence because the value of the item was under two hundred pounds, and of course, you’ll carry a criminal record. Good job they weren’t really expensive ones; that would have meant even more jail time. Even if you only get a caution from the police here, it’s still a criminal conviction, which doesn’t look good for your future. Employers hate criminal convictions.”

      “But if I get a caution, I won’t go to court and people won’t see me?” There was an ounce of hope in her voice.

      “That’s correct. You still have the conviction, but no court appearance.” He narrowed his eyes, puzzled. So her need for privacy was more important than jail time. “Is that important to you, that you don’t go to court? Does it have something to do with why you live as you do, with Billy? Maybe away from your parents?”

      At the mention of her parents, the girl visibly recoiled, hugging her arms around her, and began to cry in earnest. So this was why she was living almost alone, away from home, Jack thought unhappily.

      The girl had been abused.

      Jack slipped her his handkerchief and she blew her nose.

      “Hey, it’ll be alright. Let me have a word, eh? But why don’t you tell me a bit more about yourself, if you can?”

      Chloe blew her nose and looked up at him quickly, then down again. “I’m from Manchester. My parents went to live in Scotland. I live with Billy in a garage on Pitt Road. That’s all I can tell you.”

      At least it was something, Jack thought. She lifted her head now and looked him in the eye. He thought she looked familiar somehow but couldn’t place why. He stood to leave.

      “Look, I’ll see if they are happy to caution you and leave it at that. Will that suit you?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “I’ve not managed it yet so don’t thank me quite yet, but I’ll try. And if I do get them to agree, you can’t go nicking stuff again or you will end up in custody next time. Do you understand me, Chloe?”

      “Yes.” She sounded brighter already, and he watched as she dried her eyes and handed him his handkerchief back.

      “Sit tight. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      As he walked in search of the DS, he tried again to figure out why Chloe Mathews looked so familiar.
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      To Jack, it didn’t seem fair that the young woman would do time for trying to feed herself and her boyfriend, and it appeared the powers that be agreed with him. So now she wouldn’t have to. The DS had taken Jack’s word for it that she wouldn’t be shoplifting in the future, had learned her lesson – and Jack hoped she wouldn’t let him down. He was on his way to see if he could find Billy, taking Chloe in the car with him for a lift back home. At least this way, they could pick him up too and Jack could check out where they were both living. He hoped Billy still had the picnic Janine had wrapped up for them both. It would make a nice surprise for the girl.

      As he crossed town towards where she had suggested Billy was working, he reflected on why he was taking such an interest in the pair of them. He wanted to find out more, but was reluctant to pry. He also knew that excess interest on his part would look odd – Billy and Chloe would wonder why he wanted to know.

      Chloe was gazing out the window in silence as they drove.

      “So, you think he’s on the high street, you say?” Jack asked, hoping to get the girl talking a bit more. “What’s he wearing?”

      “Same thing as every other day: jeans and a sweatshirt and his black parka.” Jack knew what he was wearing. He’d seen him earlier but didn’t let on.

      “There he is,” she said pointing across the street. Jack glanced across to confirm and quickly pulled into a space that wasn’t really a parking space. Anyone else would have got a ticket. Chloe looked at him accusingly.

      “Perks of the job. I’ll only be a minute. Sit tight.”

      Chloe watched as he crossed the street heading towards Billy. When Billy saw him approach, he raised his hand to wave. Chloe couldn’t help but smile, and she watched as a brief conversation took place and Billy collected his things together and picked up an odd-looking bag she didn’t recognize. They both walked back to the car. Billy was smiling broadly as he clambered into the back seat.

      “Hi, Chloe. Had a rough day, eh? I see you’ve met Jack, the friendly detective.”

      “Yes, I have. To both.”

      Jack and Billy exchanged a look in the rear-view mirror as if to say “Oooh, touchy,” and smiled knowingly. They knew Chloe would come around later when she’d calmed down and stopped feeling so sorry for herself.

      “I’m only giving you two kids a lift home before it gets much later. Thought you could do with a long chat together, or else I’m going to be in the poo if Chloe ends up back at a police station. Plus, it’s cold as all hell now.”

      “We appreciate it, Jack. Thanks. Don’t we Chloe?” Billy prodded her.

      Chloe offered a begrudging “Yes, thanks.” It was clearly going to take a while for her to thaw out and relax before their talk could begin. Jack turned up Pitt Street.

      “What number?”

      “Here’s fine, thanks,” said Billy, and Jack got the hint. No matter. He could find out which garage if he needed to. He could only see half a dozen in total. He pulled over and let them both out.

      “Now remember, as much as I’d like to see you both again, let’s not meet at a police station, eh?”

      Billy saluted and Chloe kept her head hung low, and again Jack wondered what the girl was hiding. He watched them for a moment as they made their way down the pavement before he turned and headed back towards the station. At least he had a warm house to go home to later, and more than likely Janine would have cooked something hot to tuck into. He hoped it was a turkey supreme or a curry, and he hoped for a quiet night. After missing most of Christmas Day, he could do with a break, a quiet night in with Janine and whatever was on the TV. Perhaps they could watch the recording of Morecambe and Wise, and make a start on that box of Quality Street – yes, this sounded good. He was almost back at the station when his phone rang again.

      “Oh, what now?” Scrambling before it rang off, he retrieved the phone from his inside pocket. “DC Jack Rutherford.” He pulled into the curb.

      “Jack, it’s DS Julie Ford, Horsham, Sussex Police. Sorry to bother you on Boxing Day but thought you’d like to know.”

      “No problem. I appear to be working anyway.” Jack could see his evening about to slip away into the distance like a twig on the surface of a river. “What do you have?”

      “A young girl was found today by dog walkers, half buried in leaves and whatnot and barely alive. She’s in the hospital here in Horsham, but she matches your description of a missing girl. Lesley Raby, possibly? She’s heavily sedated but we could do with someone to tell us if it’s her first off, then we can notify her parents. I’d hate to get their hopes up and drag them out here if it’s not her. I’ll fax you a photo over.”

      “How badly hurt is she?” Jack asked, with his eyes firmly shut in an effort to keep the barrage of horrible images out of his head.

      “She’s suffering from hypothermia; there’s evidence of sexual abuse and she’s pretty banged up. The doctors say they’re hopeful she’ll come round and make a full recovery, but they’re keeping her sedated for now. She needs rest.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing then. Poor kid. Fax it over. I’m nearly at the station now so I’ll call you straight back.”

      In his heart, he already knew it was Lesley, and while it was a good thing she was alive, having seen little Kate and Leanne, he knew it would be a long journey to recovery for Lesley too.

      Now all he had to do was figure out exactly what had happened and find the animals responsible before anyone else got hurt.
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      With both Kate and Lesley now reunited with their parents and being cared for in hospital, things were looking up. Kate was still unable to talk about what had happened. The trauma of it all was too much for her to cope with, and a team of professionals were on standby to aid her recovery. It was going to be a long journey for her and her parents.

      Lesley was also extremely lucky to be alive. By the time the dog walkers had found her and called the ambulance, it was estimated she’d only had a matter of hours left before her body would have finally given out. Luck had been on her side but, like Kate, she was unable to speak and give the police any information whatsoever. While it was frustrating that the culprits were still out there, more than likely getting out of town, there was nothing much the police could do. They really had nothing to go on.

      Jack fixed himself another mug of coffee and headed to his desk. Surely SOCO had something by now from the burned-out building, something they could use. He dialled and waited. When he finally got through, there wasn’t too much to tell.

      “It’s a bit early yet, Jack,” Janice Coop told him. He’d met her at the burned-out house that night though he hadn’t been able to talk with her for long; the call about Kate had come through. “As you can imagine, the fire being extinguished compromised the scene, as always happens with fires. It can’t be helped. But we did manage to get some items of interest. We’re waiting for results on them.”

      “Anything you can tell me you’re working on?”

      “Two main things – prints and DNA. I reckon we’ll be extremely lucky to find any of either with the amount of soot and water and ash. But we did find what looks like a piece of gum. Now while I don’t expect any usable DNA to be left on it now, there is an interesting imprint on the surface. Can’t say much more except it will be processed soon and I’ll let you know. The condoms we found in the bins outside again should tell us something. There were also a couple caught in the toilet drain, but I’m not optimistic that we’ll get anything useful from them. They may have been flushed clean over time. We’ll see, though.”

      “And the body. What does the pathologist say? Have you heard?”

      “No, you’d need to speak to her on that.”

      “Right. Yes, of course. Keep me posted, won’t you? Those three girls need some good news.”

      “Will do. And Jack?”

      “Yes?”

      “Get the animals that did this, won’t you? My niece is the same age as little Kate and I couldn’t repeat what I’d do to those men if it was her in a hospital bed.”

      “Oh, I intend to, Janice. You mark my words.”

      Eddie approached his desk as he was hanging up. Jack figured he must have had a guilty conscience and decided to check in and do some work. He’d probably heard down the pub that Jack had missed most of his own Christmas. The smell of stale whiskey wafted into his airspace, and Jack held his breath for a moment. Eddie slapped his back like an old chum, or someone pretending to be one.

      “What about the starting line-up for Chelsea then, Jack? Not a single British player amongst them in a Premier League side. What is the world coming to? Wish I’d been at The Dell to see it.”

      “I’ve not been to a game in a long while. Don’t seem to get the time,” Jack said pointedly. “I always enjoyed a bag of chips afterwards. Used to go with my dad. He was a Red Devils fan, and Manchester isn’t exactly local. I hear it worked out for Chelsea, though. Maybe they could spread some luck on our case.”

      “Well, I’ve just heard back about the body in the burned-out house. Seems it is a male, and by the age and height, it could be our Martin Coffey, though we’re still waiting for confirmation from the pathologist. Bloke was almost burned to a crisp. Did you see it?”

      Biting back his distaste, Jack ignored the question. “Well, if it is him, that’s both good and bad. It leaves us sod-all now if he’s gone. All we had on him was a van, and the traffic cops let that drive off with two blokes in it. Numpty lot. Probably wanted their Christmas pies at the end of their shift and couldn’t be arsed doing anything useful about it.”

      “That may be so. The van was empty. But it’s not over yet. There’s no fat lady singing in my ears.” Eddie was doing his best to sound positive, because it was obvious Jack wasn’t.

      “No. I suppose not.”

      “Well, then. That van might still be out there. All three girls are back to safety, albeit in hospital. Our wanted man is possibly dead, and we know there were two men in that van when it was pulled over. But we should get some DNA evidence from the house, so even if we get a match there, we have someone to talk to. So there’s still plenty to go on, Jack. Plenty.” He slapped Jack’s back again making him lurch forward slightly.

      “Now why don’t you go round to Leanne’s house and see if she’s up for a few more questions? Something may have jogged her memory since you saw her yesterday. Then go home, get some rest. You look like you need it. Tomorrow, we’ll both go over and see Lesley in the hospital. She may be awake and talking.”

      While Jack hoped so, he didn’t fancy their chances. And he certainly didn’t fancy taking Eddie with him. The man was like a bull in a china shop.
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      It was almost dark when he pulled up outside the Meadows’ place on Cedar Road. A creamy glow emanated through the net curtains from a lamp in the front room. Jack glanced up at the upstairs window above it and noted it was in darkness. But that wasn’t unusual in this style of house. It was more than likely the parents’ room; the children’s rooms were usually at the back of the house. He wondered if Leanne was awake and ready to chat some more, preferably without either Mr or Mrs present. If something had gone on in that house that Leanne didn’t want them to know about, she certainly wouldn’t say so in front of them. Right now, Jack needed every morsel of information there was to have. He was about to push the buzzer when the door opened. Someone must have seen him arrive.

      “Hello, Detective,” Penny Meadows said politely. She sounded a good deal cheerier than the last time he’d seen her. “Come on in.”

      “It’s good to see you looking happier,” he commented as he stepped into the hallway.

      “It’s so good to have my baby back home. I can’t thank you enough, Jack.”

      “Well, I’m glad she’s back and in one piece. It’s what we always hope will happen. And the best Christmas present for you all, being back together. How’s she doing?”

      “Really good. No real injuries, thank goodness, but some emotional scars to contend with, I expect. But one day at a time. She’ll be back on her cycle before we know it. Would you like to pop up and see her?”

      “If I may, thanks. You may have heard we have the other two girls from the house. They weren’t quite as lucky as Leanne, but they’re recovering well in hospital.”

      “Well, that’s good news, then. I’m glad their parents have them back with them. These last few days have been the hardest days of my life. I wouldn’t wish them on my worst enemy, I can tell you. But you didn’t come to listen to me prattling on. Go on up. She’s awake. First door on the right at the top.” And with a flick of her hand, she encouraged him towards the staircase while she made her own way back towards the kitchen.

      Jack detected the warm, comforting smell of something sweet baking in the oven, a cake maybe. He could hear the low murmur of a TV as he approached Leanne’s room at the back. The door was partly open, and a pink china nameplate was stuck to the outside of it; it read ‘Leanne’s Room.’ He knocked lightly on the frame so as not to make her jump and smiled her way. She was sat up in bed, her blond hair looking darker as it fell around her shoulders. She looked somewhat different from the photo they’d pinned up on the board back at the squad room.

      “Hello, Detective.” She managed a smile. “Come on in.” The room was pink, but not chintzy. At fifteen, she’d gone for a more modern twist on her room décor; miniature bicycles were dotted here and there on various surfaces, as well as paraphernalia from famous cycle races gone by. There was a pink cycling jersey in a frame hung on the wall, and Jack ventured closer for a better look. It was signed with a black squiggle from a marker pen.

      “It’s the Giro d’Italia shirt, signed by Gotti himself after winning the 1997 Tour, though it’s only a replica. I won it at an event last year,” Leanne offered.

      Jack searched for something light-hearted to say in return, keep her chatting. “Gotti, eh? He doesn’t sound like he’s from around these parts – south London, I mean. Where’s he from, then? Up north?”

      She laughed at his naivety. “He’s Italian, actually. Won it a couple of times. But you’re right to an extent. He’s from up north, but the north of Italy, not the UK.”

      This seemed to brighten her up, anyway; she was clearly happy to talk cycling with anyone who took an interest.

      “Will you compete in the Tour one day?” he enquired, glancing at the framed photos of Leanne on her bike. In some, she wore medals around her neck.

      “Doubt it. You have to be male, for starters, and a pro rider, so I’m out on both fronts. And I suspect you didn’t want to look at my room, Detective. What do you want to ask me about?”

      Jack grinned at her, “Well, if you don’t make it as a pro cyclist, perhaps think of becoming a detective eh?” He pulled up a chair that was by her bed and sat down. “First, I wanted to check how you are doing, and I see you’re well on the mend, sharp as a paper cutter, in fact. And second, the mind is a funny thing, and I wanted to give you the opportunity to tell me if anything else has surfaced about your ordeal since we last spoke. A smell perhaps, or the faint sound of something – anything at all. Anything.”

      He let the silence stretch for a minute without filling it himself, hoping she was regurgitating something from her own files in the back of her head. This tactic usually worked, and he waited patiently for her to speak. He tried not to look at her too intently while her brain was hard at work; instead, he returned his attention to some of the photos dotted about her room. In them, her summer tan, natural smile and almost golden hair made her look like a young actress from the seventies. The Americans would have called her an ‘all-American girl.’

      “Have you found the others yet? Lesley and Kate?” she asked instead.

      “We have, yes. They are both in hospital, though they will need a little more recovery before they will be allowed home yet. But they are safe now, in good hands.”

      Leanne nodded her approval. “I’m glad. Poor things. Were they found nearby where I was, or at the house?”

      “Neither, actually. But I can’t tell you much more than that for the time being.”

      “And what about the third one, the young woman? The woman that gave me the spoon? Have you found her yet?”

      Jack blinked. With everything that had happened in the last 48 hours, he’d not given the woman another thought since Leanne had mentioned her back in the hospital. How the hell had that happened? “We haven’t found her as yet, no. Can you tell me about her again? There may be something new you remember.”

      “There’s very little to tell, but I’ll try.”

      Obligingly, Leanne went through all she knew about the other young woman, Jack making notes as she spoke. By the time they’d finished and he looked up from his pad, Leanne looked like she’d gone backwards a little; the memory of her ordeal was clearly a little too painful for her to relive yet again. Her head was bowed and she seemed to be struggling not to cry. He turned to see Penny Meadows watching at the door.

      “I think it’s time for you to go, Detective.” Her voice had lost its friendly tone. He nodded; there was no point asking Leanne anything further. He stood and said his thanks and goodbyes, and wished Leanne a speedy recovery. He was halfway down the stairs when he saw Dave Meadows at the bottom, about to climb them himself. He let Jack descend and said hello as he arrived at the bottom. He was chewing something, wincing slightly as his jaws moved.

      “Tooth still bugging you, Mr Meadows?” Jack asked brightly.

      “I really should go back to the dentist and get it re-filled. Hurts like hell.”

      “They should all be back to work now Christmas is over. I’ll see myself out,” he called as he vanished through the front door.

      Back in the peacefulness of his car, he sat there thinking about the third missing girl and recalling Leanne’s face as she spoke. It reminded him of something. Or someone.

      Where had he seen that look before, he wondered?
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      Eddie was back at the helm again, and much of the team had returned from holidays. This was a welcome change from the smattering of resources over recent days. Jack was glad things were returning back to normal. He felt like he’d been running the show on his own. When he’d grumbled about it to Janine, she’d told him it was because he had been, then pecked him on his cheek as a sign to get out the door and solve the damn case.

      While Eddie made a start now, Jack smiled to himself about his wife. Not many coppers had a marriage as good as his, a woman as understanding as his. It made all the difference. He scanned the faces around the room, watching their body language, their facial expressions, their interest, and was glad to see the focus they showed after the brief holiday break – a break Jack was still to get in. Movement in the corner of his eye made him turn his head. DI Morton entered the room behind him and stood with his arms crossed.

      “And of course,” said Eddie, “we believe there is still one girl, said to be around eighteen years old, out there somewhere. From how Lesley and Kate were found, she is more than likely bound, gagged and with a pillowcase or similar over her head.” He pointed to the map, which was dotted with red pins. “These pins indicate where the three girls we’ve found so far were located. As you can see, they were all not far from the M25 in an area that stretches east and west of it.” He pointed to the house’s location. “If Leanne was found here after escaping on foot, and the house was here, and the other two were here and here, it seems reasonable to assume the other girl will also likely be around here.” He was pointing to a wide area southwest of London. “And since the van we’d been looking for was stopped here,” pointing to a blue pin at Cobham, “we again can assume she could be around this area here.”

      While it was still a huge area, at least it had been narrowed down by the position of the empty van. “I know,” he went on, “that she could be anywhere, and since nobody has reported seeing her, that’s not good. It’s been as cold as hell. We were lucky to find Lesley alive, so let’s pull out all the stops and bring this girl home too.

      “Jack, I’ll leave you to organize liaising with the local stations out there. Do what you need to do and delegate accordingly. Mo, get on to what CCTV there is available. You may have to use the private feeds from businesses nearby; petrol stations are a good start. Get Clarke to give you a hand. Tell Jack what else you need, manpower-wise.”

      Jack watched as the poor woman turned scarlet again at being singled out in front of the rest of the team. Even a positive mention seemed to embarrass her.

      “Right, that’s it then,” Eddie concluded. “Get to work.”

      Jack felt Morton shuffle off from behind him and, yet again, felt like he himself was the single driving force for the investigation. It was beginning to bug him. Eddie slapped him on the shoulder as he walked past on his way to the coffee cupboard. That was beginning to bug him, too. He followed him in.

      “And what will you and Morton be doing while Mo and Clarke are sifting through footage and I’m liaising with the locals, eh?” Jack’s tone was civil, but there was no mistaking his meaning. Eddie picked up on it at once.

      “Hey, hey, Jack – why the aggression? What’s bugging you?”

      “I’m not being aggressive, but I am feeling a bit alone in all this. And since you ask what’s bugging me, you are actually, Eddie, as is Morton.” Exhaustion and frustration, mixed with the sense that no one else seemed to give a damn about the fourth missing woman, were knocking the lid off his temper. Raising his eyebrows, Eddie closed the door to the coffee cupboard. The air smelled of the remains of a greasy bacon sandwich and cheap instant coffee.

      “Come on, Jack. Spit it out.”

      “You and Morton. You’re supposed to be leading this thing, but it’s been me running about all Christmas. Seems like both of you went to ground, and there’s been no sign of any real help from either of you. There’s still at least one girl out there. There could be more; we don’t know. But you need to take charge, Eddie, as does Morton. It’s not up to me to do all this.”

      Jack waved his arms out to emphasize the enormity of it, sending a packet of biscuits flying across the small space. It hit the opposite wall and fell to the floor with a crinkly thump. Normally, Jack would have made a joke about it, but he wasn’t in the mood for frivolity this morning.

      He picked up his coffee mug and left Eddie open-mouthed in the coffee cupboard.

      

      It was almost 6 pm when Jack finally had something to report back on, though there was nobody around to actually report it to. A young woman’s body had been found floating in a pond. She was bound and gagged as the others had been, and had been dead for several days. A fisherman had called the Elmbridge police and reported his horrific find. She matched the description of the fourth woman in almost every way; it had to be her.

      Eddie had been right about the location. It was moments away from where the van had been stopped on Christmas Eve. If only those traffic cops had been a few minutes earlier in pulling the van over, thought Jack bitterly, she may have been somewhere safe for Christmas.

      Instead, she was lying in a fridge the morgue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack arranged to meet the local DI at Epsom the following morning and go over the links to the case. The girl was already dead, he reasoned unhappily, and zooming off to Epsom during rush hour was not going to bring her back. He read over the information he’d received so far. The woman’s body was badly bloated from her time in the freezing water, and was wearing a sparse amount of clothing like the others had been. The initial findings indicated she had drowned; her hands had been bound and she had been unable to save herself. Whether she’d fallen in or had been thrown in, they couldn’t say, not until the pathologist had finished. They’d know more by the time he arrived there the following day.

      With a heavy sigh, Jack retrieved his coat and headed home.

      “I’m home, love.” Seeing his drained face, Janine collected his coat from him and guided him to his chair in the lounge, where a bottle of beer stood waiting for him on a side table.

      “Sit,” she instructed. “Dinner won’t be long, so enjoy your beer and try to unwind a little. Then we can talk when you’ve eaten, if you wish.”

      She wore her no-nonsense smile as she spoke, and Jack was reminded again how much he loved the woman he shared a home with. She left him sat contemplating and busied herself back in the kitchen. Jack was grateful she gave him space when he got like this, got so involved in a case that it consumed every ounce of his energy, leaving nothing behind. But they both knew it never lasted for long. Cases got solved, or closed, or moved, and something else took their place. There was always another set of victims or culprits waiting around the corner.

      The beer began to soothe his nerves, and after a while Janine came in to fetch him. Together, they sat down to enjoy the last of the turkey that Janine had made into a pie, along with Christmas ham and leeks from the garden, all topped off with a crust. She’d even put a couple of pastry leaves on top. The pie was deep golden in colour from the egg wash, and looked and smelled magnificent.

      “My god, Janine, that’s a work of art. It’s almost a shame to eat it.” He peered closer as Janine took his plate and cut into the pie; creamy sauce oozed out like a pale landslide moving slowly over the cut leeks. Steam drifted upwards. She handed him the plate back and he helped himself to mash and mixed veg with an extra helping of sauce from a jug. When she’d served her own, they ate in silence for a couple of minutes. Jack would speak about what was on his mind when he was good and ready, she knew; they’d stick to more mundane topics, in the meantime. It was nearly the end of their meal before he spoke about what was niggling him.

      “I had words with Eddie today,” he started. “Told him I was sick of doing it all on my own and that he and Morton needed to give the team more of their attention and resources. I ended up smacking a packet of biscuits up the wall. Better than smacking him I suppose, that wouldn’t have done me any good.”

      They both sat quietly for a moment digesting what he’d said.

      Then Janine said, “Did they break?”

      “Eh?”

      “Did the biscuits break?” Janine was smiling, knowing the worst was over for him now and normal service would resume shortly. He couldn’t help but smile back and, feeling more relaxed and rested than he had for days, picked their empty plates up and took them through to the kitchen. There was a trifle sitting on the kitchen side.

      “You really have been busy,” he called back, but Janine was already standing behind him.

      “I’ll bring us a bowl each. Go and sit down.”

      And so he did, and when he’d devoured the sherry trifle on top of the pie, he’d almost forgotten he’d missed Christmas at all. An hour later, he was sound asleep in his chair in the lounge while Janine cleared away in the kitchen.

      Somehow later that evening, he’d got into bed, and it was nearly 7 am when he finally awoke to the sound of Terry Wogan chatting quietly to his audience across the length and breadth of the UK. The pips signalled the time on the hour, and he sat bolt upright with a start. Next to him, Janine stirred slightly at his sudden movement, then rolled over on her side without saying a word. Jack rubbed his hands over his face before flinging the quilt back and heading to the bathroom. The previous evening was a complete blank, save for the pie and trifle.

      He slipped inside the shower curtain and turned the taps on, and waited until the water ran through warm. As steam started to fill the small room, he stood underneath the jets, the warm needles of water feeling therapeutic on his head and shoulders as he lathered shampoo onto his head. The sleep and the meal had done him a world of good, as had unloading his day on Janine, though he’d only told her about his lazy colleagues. There was never any need to bore or burden her with case details. It wasn’t necessary. With the fragrance of a pine forest filling his nostrils, he dried off, quickly dressed and headed downstairs to make Janine a cup of tea before heading out. He was almost done when he heard the phone in the hall ring and hurried to grab it before it rang off.

      “Jack Rutherford.”

      “Jack, it’s Pete Abbott here, on the desk. I’ve got a message for you.”

      “Yes, Pete. Good news, I hope?”

      “Well, that depends on who you are and what your view is, I guess. We now have DNA confirmation that the body in the burned-out house over at Swanley was that of Martin Coffey.”

      Jack let the news sink in a moment. “Thanks, Pete. Yes, good and bad, indeed. Is Eddie aware?”

      “Not managed to get him.”

      Why bother asking?

      Hanging up, he reflected on what the news really did mean. If Coffey had been involved in a sexual abuse ring of some sort, the world was better off with him dead. But that left them with yet another piece of the puzzle: what kind of horrors had been going on in that house?

      They needed more, so much more. Maybe the day ahead would bring them something useful. He could only hope.
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      Jack had arranged to meet the local Cobham police sergeant at Epsom morgue, where their assumed latest victim had been taken after being found in the pond. It wasn’t a long drive down, only fifty minutes or so in easy traffic, and Jack made use of the time on his own to reflect on the task ahead while listening to some music. Never a Spice Girls fan, he enjoyed the rougher sounds of mainly male rock and roll, namely his beloved ELO. He pushed the start button on the CD player and waited to be transported to another place while he drove. “Last Train to London” spilled into the car, and he sang along in an attempt to make the task ahead more bearable, moving his head from side to side in time with the music, strumming his hands on the steering wheel, his imaginary drum kit. He’d been to many of their concerts and enjoyed the peace and energy the band gave him, particularly when he needed to think. Next up came “Mr Blue Sky,” and he let the words roll over him like a therapeutic massage. He knew every word by heart, and warbled away happily as he made his way down the A232 towards the hospital.

      A mobile food van came into view and, checking his watch, he decided there was time for a quick bacon butty. If he was going to do a spot of thinking; he could chew at the same time. The food van looked like any other roadside convenience. A queue of four people waited to place their orders, attesting to the quality of the food. He indicated left and pulled into the layby.

      Ten minutes later, he was back on his way towards the hospital at Epsom, one hand on the steering wheel, the other nursing his sandwich, and “Mr Blue Sky” on repeat play for his thinking time. He sang along to the words between bites, his mind working over the lyrics.

      Please tell us why …

      You had to hide away for so long …

      Thoughts of the girl he was about to meet, though in death rather than in real life, filled in within the words of his private concert, the faces of the band members clear in his head as they sang and posed the question to only Jack.

      Tell us why …

      Why had she died? What had been going on in that house? And why had she helped Leanne escape but not escaped herself?

      You had to hide away for so long …

      Where had she been hiding? And how had she become embroiled in whatever it was? She was only a young woman herself, not much older than Leanne. He wondered where she was missing from. Leanne had said she’d sounded foreign, so maybe from somewhere across the eastern bloc. Maybe she was Polish, or Albanian even. She’d had a look about her, Leanne said, and had told him it wasn’t French or Italian or Greek even. Her colouring had been all wrong. In another few minutes, he’d see for himself, though the fact that she’d been in the old quarry pond for so long meant the colour of her flesh would have altered dramatically. In cases such as this, it was hard for even parents to identify their own children.

      Jack entered the hospital building and followed the signs to the morgue where he was due to meet both the pathologist and the local DI. Had the young woman died before she’d been thrown into the water, he wondered, or had she drowned? Because if she’d already been dead, that added a new dimension to the case – two dead bodies under suspicious circumstances. If she’d been alive when she’d entered the water, that meant she could have fallen in herself. He wasn’t thinking suicide, though he wasn’t ruling it out either.

      He entered the office space and the clock on the wall told him he was bang on time. Two men turned his way at the sound of his shoes on the tiled floor. Jack assumed one was the local DI and the other, the smaller man in surgical scrubs, was the pathologist. He introduced himself.

      “DC Jack Rutherford, Croydon,” he announced with an outstretched hand. The taller man, about Jack’s age, stepped forward.

      “DI Peter Woodhouse. Good to meet you, Jack.” Standing back a pace, he introduced the smaller man, who Jack thought looked a little like a mad professor, thinning grey hair standing up on end like he’d had an electric shock. The man could have only been about five feet tall in his shoes. “And this is Dr Charles Winstanley,” Woodhouse said. The second man stepped forward slightly and shook Jack’s hand.

      “Any relation to Dr Barbara Winstanley, by chance?” Jack asked.

      “My daughter, Detective.” Winstanley’s smile was gentle and his eyes glinted at the mention of her name. He was obviously a proud father. “And Stanley, my son, is almost a pathologist. He will graduate later this year. You know Barbara, then?”

      Stanley Winstanley, Jack thought, trying to keep the smile from his face. It was almost child abuse.

      “Yes,” he replied. “She’s been helping me on another case with a DNA puzzle – which reminds me: I should give her a call. With all that’s been going on and Christmas coming at the same time, it’s been on the back burner a little. Missing girls and dead bodies take precedence over most other cases.” Jack hadn’t given a great deal of thought to Mary. He’d hardly had a moment to himself of recent, but he made a mental note to call Barbara and follow up.

      Pleasantries over, the doctor suggested they get to it, and both detectives followed him through the swing doors to a smaller room where a sheet-covered body lay on a gurney, only its face exposed. As Jack approached, he could see the brown straggly hair that would have fallen to her shoulders, a pale and rather thin face pointing straight up towards the bright lights of the room, eyes closed. The water had done its worst to her skin, and he closed his eyes for a moment out of respect. The young woman laid out in front of him was indeed young; her thin frame looked more like a twelve-year-old’s. It never got any easier seeing a body in this condition, and Jack only hoped she hadn’t suffered in death.

      “Did she definitely drown, then?”

      “I’m afraid she did,” said Dr Winstanley. “Her lungs were nearly double in size. We usually see that with a freshwater drowning, and there are traces of pond vegetation in her airways. She has bruising to most of her body, some old, some more recent. Both arms have also been broken in the past and healed again; I’d say within the last five years. I’d estimate her age to be around eighteen.”

      Jack closed his eyes again to shake the images of her abuse from his mind, but it didn’t work.

      DI Woodhouse took over now, with a question of his own.

      “Do you think her death was deliberate, or could this be an accident? Did she fall in, for example?”

      “Given she was bound and gagged, I’d say this wasn’t an accident on her part. What I can’t tell you is whether someone placed her at the pond knowing she’d fall in, or whether she made her way there of her own accord. Her feet are badly cut up, so she’d walked barefoot over rough terrain for some time, but again, she could have been going around in circles without realizing it, only to end up falling in.”

      Both detectives were now looking at the young woman’s face, deep in thought. Neither said a word.

      “I did find something of interest for you both, though, something I’ve never seen in all my years of working with the dead.”

      “Oh?” they responded in unison.

      “It was inside her stomach, actually, along with the meagre remains of her breakfast cereal. And I found a similar example tucked into the cuff of her track bottoms.”

      Jack looked at Woodhouse and they both followed Winstanley over to a table where he had set out his findings in plastic evidence bags.

      The first bag contained small pieces of paper that had been reconstructed, like a puzzle, back into a single piece. On it were several words written in what looked like blue pen. In the second bag were the remains of what appeared to be cardboard from a cereal box, again with words written on them in blue pen.

      “I’d say she was trying to send a message,” said Winstanley.

      “Holy shit,” Jack exclaimed.
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      Hey you, pretty face…

      “Is that what I think it is?” asked Jack incredulously.

      “It is, or so I believe,” said Woodhouse. “Though it’s going to need some work, it’s definitely a list of names.”

      Both men looked at each other as if the answer, the confirmation they needed, was written on the other man’s face.

      Inside the simple plastic bag Woodhouse was holding was a list written in blue pen, but what did the list refer to? Customers? A business network? Victims, even? There were large parts missing where the ink had soaked away, as well as gaps where sections of paper were missing, but there were the bones to work with. The machine printing on the reverse of the paper in the first bag looked like a flyer of some sort.

      Jack had the other evidence bag in his hand, containing the cardboard from her tracksuit bottoms.

      “And I’d say this is a duplicate, looking at the bits still visible.”

      “Looks like we have a puzzle to do,” Woodhouse announced. “I take it you have copies of this for us, Doc?”

      “Of course. From my observation, if I may?” he enquired.

      “Please do,” encouraged Jack.

      “She must have known she was going to die to have done this. Something happened for her to do this only once, because there were no older particles of paper in her system. They were all from this one ingestion. If she’d done it repeatedly – say, in the hope of one day getting this information, whatever it relates to, out in the open – there’d be more. My guess is something went down to encourage her to do this. She was a smart girl to hide whatever it is in this way. It can’t have been easy. And having a duplicate could have put her life in danger. She was extremely brave.”

      Her life had been in grave danger anyway, it seemed, but Jack kept it to himself. He was thankful for her efforts.

      “How long ago would you estimate that she went into the water?”

      “Two days; three absolute tops.”

      Jack reasoned that would tie in nicely with the events of Christmas Eve, the house fire and Leanne escaping. All hell must have broken loose and, somehow, this clever and no doubt terrified girl had managed to leave them something to work with in her death. Jack walked back across to where she was lying. The two other two men joined him.

      “You said she’d had both arms broken in the past. How about sexual activity?”

      “I’m afraid there’s been plenty, and for some years.”

      “Any clue as to who she is? We have reason to think she wasn’t from the UK. One of the victims told me she had an accent, so she may have been from somewhere in Eastern Europe.”

      “There was nothing on her to indicate who she is, and no DNA match in the system. Dental is no use unless she matches a missing person’s listing. We may never know her identity,” Dr Winstanley said gravely.

      Jack let the words sink in. Another lost soul, name unknown, life extinguished. Someone’s daughter. Mary flashed into his mind for the second time that day. He needed to focus on her again as soon as he could and help get her young life back together before she too became a lost soul.

      DI Woodhouse broke into his thoughts. “Do you think this young woman is part of your case, then, Jack?”

      “I do. It’s too much of a coincidence. I’m loath to show her photograph to my only witness, a girl a handful of years younger, but I may have to take that chance. I’ve no other way. And if that list we have is customers or the perpetrators, I want to find every one of them. And damn soon.”

      “Need some help?”

      Jack knew the man didn’t have to offer; resources were always tight in every force. “I’d appreciate that, thank you. Yes.”

      “Right, then. Well, if we’ve done here, why don’t we head off for some lunch and you can fill me in with what you know so far. Then we’ll head back to the station and see what we can put together. The sooner we can fill in some of those names, the sooner we can start looking into them and see where they fit into this mess.”

      Back outside in the cold fresh air, DI Peter Woodhouse steered them in the direction of the town centre. Jack was glad he’d kept his jacket with him and not left it in the car.

      “So, I’m wondering,” Woodhouse asked, “if you were in the young girl’s shoes and being held against your will at that house, what list would you make to help the police after your death? What would be the most valuable information you could share?”

      “Well, the most valuable would be the ringleaders, the organisers. But let me ask you a question. Which list would she know about? How would she know either category’s names? That makes me wonder if she knew the customers’ names, those who desired what the house was peddling, took part in what went on in those rooms?”

      “I get you. Though I’m wondering how she could have, unless they’re well known, of course, like off the TV or something.”

      Jack didn’t fancy the idea.

      “It would be too risky to check wallets, but credit card transactions?” Jack inquired.

      “Now that’s a thought. Would they be stupid enough? Cash surely.”

      “You’d think so, but it’s worth a try. It’s the stupid things that get people caught, right?”

      “Indeed.”

      They turned off the main road and down a narrow alleyway.

      “It’s only a short walk from here,” Woodhouse told him. “I expect you like curry?”

      “Fine by me.”

      “I know a place that does a great lunchtime buffet, quick and cheap. Then we’ll look at those names. A bit of digging and I reckon we’ll have something to work with.”

      “I damn well hope so. With our prime suspect burned and crispy like a lamb tikka, and a young woman trying to talk to us from the grave, a real live interview with someone on that list would make my week.”

      “Then let’s make your week.” Woodhouse opened the door, and they went inside. The aromatic smell of curry and garlic was pleasant and warming to their nostrils after the chill of the morgue.

      When they were seated, Woodhouse turned to Jack with a grin and said what Jack had been thinking earlier: “Stanley Winstanley? What a terrible thing to do to a kid. I can only imagine the poor child’s nickname – Stanley Stanley.”

      “Like New York, eh? So good they named it twice.”
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      Lunch had been a welcome change, and both men sat nursing bellies full of spicy chicken tikka and naan bread. Woodhouse had had a pint, but Jack had stuck to water. With a drive back and plenty to think about, he wanted his wits about him. Having seen firsthand the horror the victims had gone through, it was high time the culprits were brought to justice, both the ringleaders and those who had frequented the house – they were all guilty.

      Jack sorted the bill out – it was the least he could do after Woodhouse’s offer of resources – and they walked back to the station together. They’d spent their lunch hour filling in some of the more obvious blanks, but many gaps remained. They had decided to work on one puzzle each and see what they could find out with the few scant letters that were still visible. They would also give copies of both puzzles to their teams to take a shot at. The more brains working on this the better. It reminded Jack of the Zodiac murders in the US, where the police had asked for the public’s help to solve the puzzle the perpetrator had left them by printing it in the newspaper. It was a shame they couldn’t get the list of names printed in the same way. Now that would be a triumph for any paper, though a right royal lawsuit in the making if they exposed those names, not to mention the vigilante spinoff.

      While he was a decent detective, puzzles were too frustrating for him to tackle as a hobby after he’d been working a case all day – he preferred to rest his brain to music, thank you very much.

      Hey you, pretty face. . .

      He didn’t doubt that the young woman in the morgue had once had a pretty face before she’d died in the freezing pond water.

      It was nearly 2 pm already and even at this hour, the sky seemed to be closing in, losing its energy like a dimmer switch was slowly turning the light down to nothing. In another couple of hours or so, it would be fully dark. He’d be late home again. He needed to let Janine know but he’d call later. He was keen to get a move on with the local resources before they were turned off.

      Jack was making his way with Woodhouse to the side entrance when his phone rang, making him jump. Woodhouse smiled at his reaction as he walked.

      “I’ll never get used to it. Makes me jump every damn time,” he moaned as he went to answer it. “Jack Rutherford.”

      “Jack, it’s Eddie. I’ve news on the van. It’s been found abandoned near Waterloo station.”

      “Empty?”

      “Yes, but SOCO are heading out there now to see what they can gather. My guess is the driver got on a train somewhere. We’re checking the CCTV that’s available, but since it was down a side street, I don’t hold out much hope. I’ll keep you posted. Where are you?”

      “I’m in Epsom. I’ve been to the morgue to look at the young female victim from the pond. Looks like she was one smart girl. She somehow swallowed a list of what looks like names, and the pathologist found the remains of it in her stomach contents, along with another list in the cuff of her track suit bottoms.”

      “Whoa!”

      “We’re thinking a list of customers rather than culprits, maybe off credit cards?”

      “Who’s we?”

      “The local DI, Peter Woodhouse, met me there. I’m back at his station now to make a start, see what we can decipher, then I’ll head back with the rest. I reckon Mo could be the right person for this. I’m pretty sure she’s a puzzle master.”

      “Right. Okay. Look, I’ll let you know what forensics come up with, whenever that might be. See you later, then.”

      As Jack hung up, he thought about the van and its driver. Waterloo. That meant trains to the south, to start with. It also meant trains to the continent, to France. And from France, Europe was practically borderless. The perpetrator could go undetected almost anywhere, and that gave Jack and his team a problem all in itself. Sure, there was Interpol, but without a name or a photo they were no use at all.

      Names. They needed names.

      “News?” Woodhouse asked, breaking into his thoughts.

      “Oh, kind of. The van we think the girls were moved in has been found dumped. Looks like our driver could have left the country. It was near Waterloo.” Jack rubbed his face with both hands, feeling his energy levels dimming like the daylight around him, and wished he was closer to home than he was. But more than that, he wished he had an answer for the poor young woman in the folder he had under his arm.

      Names. We need names.

      “Come on, let’s get this show on the road, then, see how far we can get. SOCO will find something for you to go on, because my bet is this outfit are a stupid lot. They’re bound to have screwed up inside the van. From what you’ve told me so far, they could be sat around at their mums’ now, sipping tea and eating ginger-nuts, and not on a train to anywhere. The job now is to find the names of these two men, and fill in the blanks on this list, of course.” Woodhouse smiled as if it would be the simplest task in the entire world.

      They both knew it would be anything but.
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      By the time Jack had set off for home, rush hour was well under way, and he inched his way forward to insert himself into the traffic headed north. It was going to be a slow journey home. His eyes stung from staring at the computer screens and the photocopied puzzles, but their efforts had been fruitful: they now had a partial list of names with only a handful still to be filled in. It seemed the names belonged to customers: none of them had matched names in their database in connection with other sex-related cases. With hundreds of people with the same name, it could be a slow job tracking down the right ones, but not impossible. At least with a crossword, you knew how many letters you were searching for to complete the word.

      He glanced across to the passenger seat, where her lifeless face stared back at him from a glossy 10x8 print. Her mousy hair fell in lank strands, fine like a baby’s, and there were dark circles under each eye. She looked tired. Had she looked so tired in life, too? What had her role been in all this, and what was her name? She needed a name.

      He dialled Eddie to tell him how they’d fared and get an update at his end. It went straight to voicemail – no surprises there. He dialled the station and was put through to the only person in the squad room – Mo.

      “Where is everyone, Mo?” He could almost sense her turning red at his question.

      “Gone home, I expect.”

      “So why haven’t you?” He regretted the question as soon as he’d asked it, suspecting he already knew the answer. He felt foolish. And a bit sad. But if he retracted it with an apology, he’d only draw attention to his faux pas. Best leave it be. An empty silence filled the car while Mo must have been thinking about an answer. Finally, she spoke.

      “Thought I’d try and find the poor girl in Epsom morgue, her real name. No one deserves to be nameless. It’s bad enough she was disposed of like that.”

      Jack pressed his eyes shut for a second, long enough to feel the pleasure of the pressure but not long enough to run into the back of the vehicle in front of him.

      “And how did you fare?”

      “I have twenty-seven missing girls’ descriptions to choose from.” There was satisfaction in her voice.

      “That’s wonderful news, Mo. Can you get the details down to the morgue, to Dr Charles Winstanley? Apparently, the girl he has there has had both arms broken in the past, and of course there’s dental to look at, so with twenty-seven possible names, this will make it a whole lot easier, not to mention quicker. Good work, Mo. Thanks.”

      “I will,” said Mo after a pause, during which Jack could almost hear her blushing. “Is this doctor any relation to Dr Barbara Winstanley, by any chance?”

      “Yes, he’s her father. Oh – one more thing before I go, Mo. Any news on those VINs? Those two vehicles at the house have to have belonged to someone, though I’m betting they were stolen, which would be another dead end.”

      “I’ll chase them up in the morning. They’ll all have gone home too, I expect. I’ll keep you informed.”

      The traffic in front of him was starting to speed up and thin out a little, requiring him to put both hands on the wheel and get rid of his phone.

      “Thanks. Right, I’d better concentrate now and drive. See you tomorrow.”

      He hung up and pressed the on/off button on the stereo system, and ELO once more filled the car. While Jack didn’t bother to sing along this time, he listened to the words he knew so well. If the group ever needed a replacement singer at a concert one night, Jack figured he could fill the role easily, though the audience might not appreciate his tone. Two more songs came and went and as he approached Sutton from the south.

      His phone rang, making him jump again.

      “For heaven’s sake, Jack! Get a grip,” he reprimanded himself as he answered it, trying to calm his nerves. “Jack Rutherford.”

      “Jack, it’s Mo again. There was still someone in the office.” She sounded excited, like a kid on Christmas morning, and for a split second, he wondered who’d she’d spent her own with.

      “What you got, Mo?”

      “Two names for two vehicles. And lucky for us, neither has been reported stolen.” He sensed her beaming smile at the other end of the line.

      “And I’m guessing you’ve run the names already.”

      “Indeed. The names are Bernard Evans and Robert Stiles. Both have records. And get this – Bernard’s mother is a convicted paedophile, released only recently to an approved premises here in Croydon. Father’s inside for murder.”

      “Oh lord, this is too easy. They can’t be the ringleaders, can they? Could they be so stupid as to leave registered vehicles there, parked right outside?”

      “Customers, maybe?” Mo offered. “Though still stupid.”

      “Right – exactly. Do me one last favour before you go home, would you?”

      “Of course. What is it?” There was excitement in her voice now.

      “See if there is anything else from SOCO on the van found at Waterloo station. If we can link either of these two to the van, we’ll be pretty certain which part of the puzzle they belong to. Then we can move in a little closer.” He thought for a moment before adding, “And do a passport check too, please, if you can. If they have left the country, I want to know about it.”

      “I’m on to it.”

      “And thanks, Mo. I know it’s not strictly your domain. If you need my login, let me know.”

      “Already have it from last time, Jack.”

      Jack smiled at the phone. Thank goodness for the woman’s commitment to the job, unlike some he could mention. When this was all over, he was going to have to do something about that, take it further up than DI Morton, since he was part of the problem.

      “See you in the morning, Mo.”

      When he’d hung up, he drove the last part of the journey home in silence, thinking about not only where he was up to with finding the girls’ captor and killer, but about how he might move Eddie and the DI out of the way so someone who gave a damn could lead the team. While he could do so much on his own, he couldn’t do it all, and relying on Mo’s generous nature was not the solution. Nor was giving her his login details. That alone could come back to bite him in the ass if anyone found out.

      But that was for another day. Tomorrow, he felt sure, would bring the positive news he craved.

      As it turned out, that was only partly true.
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      The case had more loose ends than a plate of spaghetti.

      By the time Jack arrived home, Coronation Street was just starting, the familiar theme music playing in as he walked in the front door. Janine greeted him as he slipped his overcoat off.

      “You look worn out, Jack Rutherford,” she said gently. “Do you want a beer before your dinner, maybe?” He watched her as she hung his coat up on the peg, admired the curve of her body in the deep pink wool dress she was wearing. Janine was a woman who took pride in her appearance. He slipped his arms around her waist from behind and gently pulled her close, nuzzling into her neck.

      “Mmm. You smell good, Mrs Rutherford.”

      Smiling, she turned around to face him, still enclosed in his embrace.

      “And you look lovely, as always,” he added. “I’m a lucky man to live with you.”

      Holding his gaze, she replied, ‘That you are, Jack,” and leaned in to peck him on the lips. “Now let me get you your dinner before I ravish you here in the hallway.”

      Jack smirked; she’d read his mind.

      “Well, since you mention ravishing, don’t let me stop you. I’m all for a spot of ravishing.” Eyes twinkling, Janine mock-slapped his shoulder and squeezed out from his arms in an effort to get to the kitchen before Jack decided dinner could wait.

      “You need to eat, and rest. I’ll ravish you later,” she kidded as she walked off, leaving him standing with his hands on his hips, smiling broadly. “I’ll bring it into the lounge,” she added over her shoulder, so Jack obliged and went through.

      He sat down in his chair, half an eye on the TV while he waited. On the screen, Roy Cropper was serving breakfast to someone he didn’t recognize and Jack was reminded of his new friend Billy and his girl Chloe. Hadn’t they gone to someone called Roy for their Christmas dinner? And didn’t this Roy have a café somewhere? The thought tickled him and he chuckled to himself as Janine walked in with a tray set with his dinner. She placed it on his lap.

      “What’s amusing you? You hate Coronation Street.”

      “I was just thinking about Billy and Chloe. They know a man called Roy, and he even has a café somewhere. They went for Christmas Day – not sure if I told you. I was wondering if the two Roys were similar.”

      “Why, because they each own a café?”

      “Pretty much.” He stabbed a sausage and bit into the end, leaving the rest impaled on the fork.

      “Well, that’s that, then. If they each have a café, they must be the same through and through,” she mused. She sat down on the sofa opposite him while he ate.

      “How was your day, then? Any closer to solving your case?”

      “It’s coming together.” But he didn’t feel like discussing it. He’d had enough of grisly endings, and his morgue visit had topped it off. He changed the subject subtly. “Did I tell you I met Chloe, Billy’s girl? She was arrested for shoplifting. Had my card in her pocket so they called me in to see her. Nicking sausage rolls for dinner.”

      “Poor thing. What happened?”

      “She ended up with a caution and a promise to me she wouldn’t do it again. Sad though, eh? Stealing for food. Seemed like a nice young woman too. I dropped them both back to their garage, along with your picnic – which, by the way, was greatly appreciated.”

      “Oh, I’m glad. I’ve not really seen you much to catch up and ask.” It wasn’t a dig. It was a reality they lived with.

      “She reminds me of someone, though, and I can’t get it out of my mind. She seems so familiar, though I know we’ve never met before. She’s from up north, Manchester way. Not somewhere I get to.”

      “Maybe your paths have crossed and you don’t realise. Maybe you’ve seen her around here?”

      “Well, that’s just it. She’s not been this way long, only a couple of weeks, so I doubt it. But you remember when the older girl in this case went missing – the one called Leanne?”

      “Yes.”

      “She’s a lot like her. When I was at her house the other day, I noticed the similarity of her chin, actually.”

      Janine laughed lightly at what he was saying. “There are plenty of people who are similar to others in terms of parts of their body. Same style of mouth, for instance. That doesn’t mean anything apart from the fact that they have the same style of mouth.”

      Jack forked mashed potato into his mouth. A blob of gravy fell to his chin and he wiped it with his finger.

      “Seems like yours needs to be a little bigger,” Janine said, smiling.

      “I suppose. On both counts.” He glanced at the TV screen, and they settled into a comfortable silence while Janine watched her soap. When Jack had finished his sausage and mash, he took his tray into the kitchen and rinsed his plate, leaving it on the drainer. He could hear the phone start to ring in the hallway.

      “I’ll get it,” he called to Janine, and picked the handset up. “Jack Rutherford.”

      “Jack, it’s Eddie. Look, I know you’ve finished for the night, but I thought I’d fill you in.” Jack could hear voices in the background, and music. Sounded like Eddie was in the pub. “Are you in the pub, by chance?”

      “Never mind that now. Forensics found a till receipt between the two front seats of that van, from the Asda at Swanley. Looks like the occupants of the van went shopping on Christmas Eve, according to the date stamp.”

      “I’m listening. What’s relevant?”

      “Well, not the box of chocolates they bought, but more the fact we know what time they were in the store.”

      Jack didn’t need Eddie to spell the rest out. “So, we can check their CCTV cameras and see who made the purchase. Nice one, Eddie.”

      “We’re already on it, and I’ve got a blow-up here in my hands. I’ve already run it and come up with the name of—”

      Jack broke in. “Let me guess. Robert Styles or Bernard Evans.”

      “How the …?”

      “Because the two vehicles that were left abandoned and burned out at the house in Kent belonged to those two cretins.”

      “Shit almighty.”

      “They might have removed the registration plates, but you can’t remove the chassis number quite so easily. Looks like we have ourselves a couple of pillocks, and we can place at least one of them in that van now. And we know we are looking at culprits, not customers, which means we need to move fast.

      “Swig your beer back, Eddie. I’ll meet you back at the station.”
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      Eddie stank of booze. Jack leaned over him as they stared at the computer screen on Eddie’s desk, which, as usual, was a shambles, littered with Post-it Notes, dog-eared files, coffee cups with deep caramel stain rings and copious amounts of biscuit crumbs. It looked as organised as a jumble sale. He really was a slob, and not for the first time Jack marvelled at how he managed to pull so many women. He must have a secret weapon. He shook the notion off as quickly as it had come and tried to concentrate on what Eddie was saying.

      “So you’re also figuring that, since the van was at Waterloo, they’ve buggered off, then?”

      “I’m saying it’s an option, that’s all. Think about it. Your venture gets turned upside down and burned out, so you ditch the girls and flee as far away as you can manage in the time you’ve got. Once you’re out of the UK, the continent is your oyster. That’s what I’d do.”

      “It does make sense. I asked Mo to put a trace on their passports, though – before we knew how they were connected, mind – because their cars were at the house. Now we know for sure, we can bring them both in. If we can find them.”

      “Do we have addresses? I mean, in case they have simply gone home – not that I’d expect them to still be there.”

      “They are stupid enough, from what I know of them so far. But I doubt it too. And yes, Robert ‘Rob’ Styles is local, actually. Croydon thinks Bernard Evans is the other side of London, in Watford.”

      “Then let’s get a car round to Styles’ place and see if he’s in. I’ll contact Watford to drive round to Evans’ in an unmarked for now. We’ve no proof Evans was in the van yet, remember – only his car at the burned property. And a lowly receipt doesn’t prove Styles was in it either, but it’s more likely. There’s nothing else to connect them – yet.”

      “There’ll be private cameras near the store, and maybe near the car park and on other businesses. I’ll get Mo and Clarke on to it first thing. At least we have a timeframe to work with now, so that’ll cut some needless footage and wasted time out.”

      “Right. Yes. Okay, let’s see if either of them are in. I don’t want to spook them if they are daft enough to be sitting at home watching the telly. Not until we have a bit more. The CPS won’t go for a receipt on its own.”

      “I’ll do a drive-by of Styles’ place. He’ll not suspect my Taurus. Then we’ll see what tomorrow brings before we pounce. Now we’ve got Styles’ and Evans’ names, I’ll take their photos round to Leanne’s and see if either was the man she remembers in her room. If it is, that’ll do the CPS; they like an eyewitness. Then we’ll swoop.”

      Jack checked his watch. It was gone 8.30 pm, a little late for house calls to Leanne, but this was important.

      “I’ll pop round now and let you know. Let’s keep the panda car away from Evans’ and Styles’ places for tonight until we know they’re involved for sure.”

      Jack was already heading out to his car, leaving Eddie alone in the squad room. Jack knew he’d be back inside the pub within the hour. Well, stuff him, he thought bitterly, and stuff Morton too. His direct superiors were a joke. As he slipped in behind the wheel, he resolved once again to do something about it when he had more time.

      Oh, the irony of it.

      He revved his engine and let his clutch out a bit too quickly, sending the car speeding towards the car park entrance somewhat faster than he usually did, but that was adrenalin building. And annoyance at his work situation. The case had fallen back on his shoulders again, and his evening was a write-off once more.

      Ten minutes later, he was on Cedar Road and pulling up outside the Meadows’ house. Glancing up, he noticed the front bedroom light was on, which meant either Mr or Mrs was in there.

      “I’m coming in whether you’re reading in bed or not,” he said to himself as he opened his door to get out. An icy chill nipped at his nose as he slammed the car door shut, and the curtain in the lounge window twitched. A moment later, Dave Meadows opened the front door. He looked none too pleased to see Jack.

      “This’ll only take a moment, Mr Meadows, if I may.”

      “You’d better come on in, then,” Dave Meadows said resignedly, which Jack thought was a little odd. Surely, he’d want to see Leanne’s captors caught? So why not add a bit of enthusiasm, then? He followed him inside and they stood in the hall. An invite through to the lounge was clearly not on offer.

      “I have a couple of photos here I’d like to show Leanne. We think they could be linked to the house, and one of the men could be the one Leanne spoke to in her room that day. Her confirmation will help get the man, or men, charged – if it’s him, of course. May I go up?”

      “She’s sleeping, Detective, and I’d rather not disturb her.” The man seemed a little nervous, not the concerned father he had been of recent. Was Jack imagining the man’s lack of co-operation? It didn’t add up.

      “I realise that, Mr Meadows, and I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t of the utmost importance.” Jack smiled hopefully and watched Dave Meadows’ jaw move silently, tossing the ever-present gum in his mouth, no doubt, like a rapper. Their eyes met and Jack held his gaze. Reluctantly, Dave Meadows stood aside. Jack hadn’t left him much choice.

      “Let me go first and wake her. Wait here.”

      And so he did, though Jack already knew she was awake. He could hear her TV clearly from the bottom of the stairs. He didn’t think whoever was in the upstairs front room would be watching “Top of the Pops.” He couldn’t see that being Penny Meadows’ thing.

      But it would be Leanne’s.

      The sound was suddenly turned down and Jack smiled to himself as he began to climb the stairs. There was no way he wasn’t going in there tonight. As Dave Meadows was leaving his daughter’s room, Jack was outside her door ready to nip in.

      “I thought I asked ….”

      But Jack was back inside the pink room already. Leanne was sitting up in bed with no obvious signs of having just been woken up – as Jack had suspected.

      “Hello, Detective. Dad says you have a picture to show me?”

      He could feel her dad hovering behind him and sensed something he couldn’t put his finger on.

      “Yes. I have more than one, actually. I know this could be a little distressing for you, Leanne, and I am truly sorry about asking. You’re our only witness currently able to help, so once again, I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s fine, really it is. Let me see.”

      Jack put down the picture of the girl lying in the morgue first. She looked so peaceful, and so young. There was no need to ask the question he wanted answered.

      “Oh no,” was all Leanne said. Then, “She wasn’t lucky enough to get out, I take it?”

      “You recognize her, then?”

      “Yes. She saved my life. That’s her.” Leanne looked up at Jack with watery eyes, and he felt her pain.

      “I have a couple more here, if I may.”

      He laid another two pictures down on the bed for Leanne, then stepped back, leaving her to look and hopefully confirm without interruption.

      What he heard wasn’t quite what he expected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      Behind him, Dave Meadows gave an audible gasp. Leanne was looking at the photo of Bernard Evans.

      “Yes, I recognize this one,” she said.

      Jack turned to her father, who stood in the doorway, his face pale. He watched the man for a long moment, though Dave Meadows didn’t notice. He was far away, deep in thought about something. And Jack suspected he knew what that was. There was only one reason for Meadows to react as he had at seeing the photo of Evans.

      Because he knew the man. Dave Meadows knew Bernard Evans.

      The hairs on Jack’s neck stood up involuntarily as the pieces of the puzzle slotted into place inside his head. Could he be involved? Could he have had a part in the kidnapping of his own daughter? Or had he been a paying visitor to the house? Either scenario was repulsive, incomprehensible, yet it had to be one of them. He thought forward to the avalanche of mayhem that was about to engulf the innocent members of the Meadows family.

      Welcome to the human race…

      He turned his attention back to Leanne, who was still staring at the 10x8. Remembering recent horrific events, no doubt. He felt sorry for the girl but was glad she’d been able to identify the man in the photo. Jack hoped both she and her mother would be strong enough to cope with what he predicted was to fall upon them in the not too distant future. He made the decision to keep what he’d witnessed to himself – for now.

      Dave Meadows tried to take control of the situation now.

      “Leanne needs her rest, Detective. Time for you to leave,” he said firmly.

      Jack took the hint and nodded at the man slightly, then gave a brief smile to Leanne as he took the photo from her. She was a brave young woman.

      For now, with Leanne’s confirmation, they had an eyewitness, which meant they could pull Evans in for questioning and the CPS would be happy. It would prove to be another nail in his coffin when it came to trial – once they found him.

      Back outside, Jack called Eddie on his mobile. Unsurprisingly, Eddie was back in the pub; Jack could hear the clatter of glasses and distant jukebox music.

      “How’s it going, Jack?”

      “A positive ID from Leanne on the girl and on Evans, but she doesn’t recognize the other one, Rob Styles. Never saw him. Doesn’t mean he wasn’t there, though.”

      “No. I’ll give the boys at Watford a call now, make sure they’re still watching.”

      Jack doubted he would, but kept his opinion to himself.

      “Any news as to whether he’s buggered off to France then? I’ve not seen or heard anything,” said Eddie.

      “Me neither, but I think now we have a positive identification, I’ll alert Interpol in Manchester and get a Red Notice set up. They have better access to things than we do, so if he’s taken the Eurostar train, they can be on the lookout as he crosses borders and whatnot. Those scum involved in child abuse rings are a good deal more important to find than a diamond thief, so hopefully they collar him quickly. Let’s hope he isn’t travelling on forged documents under another name.” Jack heard Eddie take a drag on a cigarette and pictured the blue haze around him as he spoke. He wanted to cough for him. “And what about Styles, then?” he went on. “Bring him in for questioning?”

      “We have him in the van via a receipt,” Eddie replied. “Nothing else as yet. His DNA isn’t in the system.”

      “You’ve had results back from forensics? Was Evans’ DNA present? He’s definitely in the system, been inside.” Jack knew Eddie wasn’t sharing, and it bugged him. But then he hadn’t shared his suspicions about Dave Meadows either.

      “Yes, it was, as were several other sets, likely the girls’. And Martin Coffey – his prints were there. Thought I’d mentioned that, Jack.”

      He let it go. Battles and all that. “And I’ll get those traffic cops to ID those photos, see if they were the two men in the van. That’s another set of witnesses. Anything else you haven’t told me?” Jack struggled to keep the annoyance from his voice, though if Eddie heard it, he wasn’t going to lose sleep over it. Eddie was in the pub. Jack was the one still busting his backside.

      “Get some rest, Jack. Leave Interpol to me. We’ll see what the private CCTV cameras give us, then get Styles in too. I don’t want to spook either of them. Both addresses are under surveillance for now.”

      That was something at least. Jack checked his watch. It was approaching 10 pm.

      “See you tomorrow, then,” he said, yawning, then hung up. If Evans had fled, there was precious little he could do about it on his own.

      It was time to go home. To bed.

      

      Leaving his mobile phone on the hall table with his keys, he climbed the stairs towards the bedroom. Janine was already in bed reading. He poked his head around the door and smiled. She looked so studious in her reading glasses. The dusky pink of the room’s décor reminded him slightly of Leanne’s room, though Janine had opted for a floral motif in theirs. He’d lost the battle on bedroom décor too.

      “You look tired, Jack. Are you done for the night?” she enquired, peering librarian-like over the rims of her glasses.

      “Done as a kipper, Mrs Rutherford,” he said, and threw himself down on to the flowery quilt. “I’ll grab a shower, and then, if I’ve still got any energy left, there was the mention of ravishing on offer.” He smiled up at her, waggling his eyebrows comically.

      She laughed out loud. “You look like Benny Hill doing that!” she exclaimed.

      “Well, here’s a fun fact for you, Mrs Rutherford. It was always the women chasing him to that stupid music, never the other way around.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. You watch next time he’s on TV. He never chases anyone.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. Now go and get a shower before you fall asleep where you are.”

      He wriggled off the edge of the bed and did as he was told, grinning like a love-struck teenager. He was a lucky man, indeed. Their relationship was as strong as a heavy-duty chain, and he wondered about Dave and Penny Meadows for a moment, and all that had gone on in their household recently. For a family that had gone through hell, they didn’t seem particularly close, but then people coped with trauma in many different ways. Stripping off and standing under the warm jets of water, he suspected there was more to come for them. Dave Meadows’ obvious gasp had been a dead giveaway that he knew Bernard Evans, though luckily Leanne hadn’t picked up on that. For now, at least, that spared her from even more anguish, and Jack raised his head heavenward in a silent ‘thank you.’ Whatever the mess to come, it would be up to Jack to deliver it, no doubt.

      By the time he’d finished in the bathroom, he could have slept bolt upright. Exhaustion enveloped completely him he returned to the bedroom. Janine pulled the covers back and he slid into his side. Within five minutes, he was snoring gently.

      The ravishing would have to wait.
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      Where the hell time went, Jack would never know, but damn it, it went quickly. He looked across at the alarm clock by the bed – it was after 8 am and Janine was already up. He stretched his arm out to her side of the bed, where she’d lain next to him all night, but it felt cool to his touch. She must have got up a while ago. He strained to hear her moving around downstairs, but the house seemed silent. Perhaps he was all alone.

      Feeling more awake and noticing he felt more refreshed than he had done in a while, he grabbed his robe from the floor where he’d left it the previous night and went downstairs in search of Janine. He was almost at the bottom of the stairs when he heard the low sound of the radio coming from the kitchen. Terry Wogan’s voice was a British morning staple – bacon and eggs for the soul. He pushed the door fully open and Janine looked up from her spot at the table, toast in hand.

      “Morning, sunshine,” she said brightly, as she did each and every morning. “Tea?”

      “Love some, thanks. Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “You needed the rest, Jack, and I bet you feel better for it too.”

      He had to concede; he did indeed. He watched her as she flicked the kettle on and put fresh teabags in the pot, and was reminded again what a fine-looking woman she was. Perhaps a spot of ravishing could be on the cards later if he got home at a reasonable hour and didn’t fall straight to sleep. He was vaguely aware of her speaking.

      “Jack?”

      “Sorry. I was miles away.”

      “Obviously. I said the lab called you a bit ago. Call them when you can.”

      “Did they say what they wanted?”

      She placed a plate of hot toast in front of him and poured the tea. “No, never do to me. But I hope it’s some good news for you for a change.”

      “I’ll call them when I’ve eaten this. Thanks. I’m half-starved.”

      She watched as he pushed most of the first triangle into his mouth and smeared strawberry jam on the second piece, ready to follow the first. There were two more pieces on his plate, so she stood to put two more slices into the toaster – it looked like he was going to need them.

      When he’d finally finished his breakfast, he called the lab back. The name and number she’d written down was not one he recognised. A woman answered. Her name was Janice Coop.

      “It’s DC Jack Rutherford here, Croydon. You called me earlier?”

      “Yes, Jack. Thanks for calling back. We met at the burned-out house over Christmas?”

      Ah, so that was it. “Yes, I remember, Janice. A damn cold night, and a wet one, too. Not the best conditions for your crew, I expect. What have you got for me?”

      “Something of interest. One of the lads found a clump of something in one of the upstairs bedrooms towards the back of the house. He wasn’t entirely sure what it was but had the brains to bag it anyway.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, it turns out it’s a piece of gum.”

      “That’s great! DNA. Who’s the hit?”

      “Not so fast, Jack. It was contaminated, covered in soot and ash, but the fire did a good job of setting it, you could say. And there’s an impression on it, like when you have a crown made.”

      “So no retrievable DNA, but it’s got an imprint of a tooth?”

      “Correct. And it shows that whoever left the gum in that room has what we call a Carabelli cusp, or an extra cusp to you and me. And the filling has come out. It’s extremely distinctive and not at all common.” She let that sink in for a minute before carrying on. “So you’re looking for someone, probably male, who needs a dentist. Sorry I can’t give you more to go on as yet, but it’s a start. Maybe try local dentists first?”

      Jack stared at the phone. He could think of someone straight away who fitted that description, and he chewed gum.

      Dave Meadows.

      Could it be so simple? It didn’t make sense. Leanne was his daughter. She’d been kidnapped and kept in a house where he’d visited. Had he known she was there? Jack’s stomach rolled at the thought – his own daughter, for heaven’s sake.

      You know he knows Bernard Evans, Jack.

      “Are you still there, Jack?” Coop asked him.

      “Sorry, Janice. Yes. That’s actually rather useful. Today could be my lucky day.”

      “Then buy yourself a lottery ticket. Glad to be of help. I hope you get the sick creep.”

      “I’ll let you know when we do, and thanks again.”

      He couldn’t believe it. Dave Meadows? But in order to prove it, that gum imprint needed to match the man who had now become a prime suspect in the case. He needed to talk to Morton and get a search warrant for Meadows’ dental records. He also wanted to find out if Meadows’ car had been caught in the vicinity, somewhere between his home and the crime scene, which was going to take hours of searching through CCTV tapes. There had to be a more efficient way to place him there. But then what? How was he involved, Jack wondered again? Customer or culprit? And now Jack had another problem – had Meadows alerted the two men? Was it too late? There was only one way to find out.

      He dialled Eddie. No answer.

      “Damn that man!”
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      He’d made it to the station in double-quick time. Eddie still wasn’t in, but most of the team were, including DI Morton; this in itself was unusual, but at that moment, Jack didn’t care. He stuck his head around the door. Morton was focusing on a pile of documents in front of him and, from where Jack stood, they looked like crime reports. And the handwriting looked familiar – it was his own.

      Without looking up, Morton said, “Just the man, Jack. Come in. Sit down.”

      “I need you to authorize a search warrant actually, boss.”

      “That can wait a minute. I want to talk to you about your incomplete reports.” Morton picked a selection up from the pile and pointed at blank spaces and crossed-out passages. “These really aren’t good enough, Jack. They tell us bugger all, and, quite honestly, they look like a ten-year-old has filled them in.”

      “I’m a tad busy at the moment, as you know.” Jack was doing his best to stay calm, but he was in a rush. He wanted that warrant, and paperwork was not a priority. Not right now. It would be best to agree and move on. “I’ll do better. Once this case is done and out of the way, I’ll pay more attention to it.”

      “I need to finalise my own month-end reporting, Jack. I need the info promptly. Can you get it done today?”

      “In all honesty, no. I’ve bigger fish to fry. I’ve got a real lead on who else was in that house with the girls, and I want him in for questioning but I need a warrant first for his dental records.”

      Morton sighed, focusing again on the reports in front of him like they were the most important thing in the world. Paperwork was the bane of many officers’ and detectives’ lives, and while everyone knew it needed to be kept on top of, everyone really had better things to do with their time. Like catch paedophiles.

      “I understand that, Jack. And I’ll get you the warrant. Then will you give me properly completed reports?”

      It was easiest to say yes, so he did. Strictly speaking, Morton hadn’t stipulated a deadline.

      “So tell me the story. What are you and Eddie up to?”

      Jack resisted the urge to roll his eyes at the mention of Eddie’s name, and set to with a progress report, concluding with the fact that the case was close to coming to an end.

      “Good. That’s what I like to hear. And breaking a ring like that – that’s marvellous news. The chief will be pleased. Well done, Jack. Pass on my thanks to Eddie, will you?”

      Jack nodded, biting back a retort. The man was a buffoon; he’d no clue what was going on outside of his tiny betting world. Wordlessly, he headed to the coffee cupboard to fix himself a strong one and try and calm himself down, not that caffeine would do that. The room was empty, so he pushed the door closed and stood resting his forehead on it in an attempt to regulate his breathing. That turned out to be a stupid move. A moment later Mo barged in, sending the full force of the wooden door into his nose and making Jack yell out in pain.

      Mo was the colour of a Valentine rose in seconds as blood streamed down Jack’s chin. He grabbed the grubby tea towel nearby to catch the worst of it as Mo shrieked into her hands and flitted from one foot to the other, unsure how to make the situation right. When she’d calmed, she apologised and swapped Jack’s drenched towel for a fresh but damp one in an effort to clean him up.

      When he could finally speak and Mo stopped dithering, he told her about the development and the need for CCTV footage, something to place Meadows at the scene.

      “I’ll get right on to it. Now, are you sure you’re alright?”

      Jack stood with his head tilted back slightly, his fingers pinching his nose. He nodded slightly, then asked, “Were you looking for me before you beat me up, or was you wanting a coffee?”

      “Both. But please don’t tell everyone I beat you up.” Mo looked panic-stricken at the thought.

      He let her off his hook. “I’m having you on, Mo. Of course, I won’t tell people that.” He did his best to smile and make her feel better. “Tell me, then. What did you want?”

      “Remember the young girl done for shoplifting the sausage rolls, Chloe Mathews?”

      How could Jack forget? “Yes? What about her?”

      “Well, they processed her as they would do, so her DNA is now in the system.”

      Jack was beginning to feel exasperated as he took a deep breath.

      “Mo, this is like a conversation by crossword puzzle. What are you trying to tell me?”

      “That her DNA matches another case you’ve been working on,” she blurted. “Baby Mary. Chloe Mathews has the DNA to be the baby’s mother.”

      “I thought we had a match for that, although Leanne Meadows hadn’t been pregnant and couldn’t possibly be the mother. So, has there been a mismatch somewhere?”

      “Well, it looks like there is another explanation – I checked back before coming to you. Both Leanne Meadows and Chloe Mathews have the exact same DNA. They are identical twins, Jack. So Chloe must be the mother, not Leanne.”

      Jack stood stock still, trying to process what she was saying. Yes, it made perfect sense, but Penny Meadows had told him that although Leanne had indeed had a sister, she’d died. Nobody had mentioned her being a twin. Jack had assumed the child has been born after Leanne, and had then died somehow. Shit! Why had he assumed and not asked?

      “Crikey. How about that? So Leanne’s identical twin is still alive! Holy shit.”

      He and Mo stood in silence, absorbing the news and what it meant, not only for Chloe but for Leanne and the wider Meadows family too.

      They’d regained a family member. Two if you added in baby Mary.

      “That will be why I recognized they both had the same look when they were upset, because they are sisters, and if Chloe grew her hair and lightened it . . .” He paused. “Yes! I see it now. How could I not see it before?” He slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand.

      “You’ve been caught up with the bigger case, Jack, not looking at finding Mary’s mother,” Mo reminded him. “It wasn’t your priority.”

      Then the rest of the puzzle fell into place, and Jack groaned out loud. “Oh, hell, no! It couldn’t be!”

      He stood and started to pace in the tiny room as best he could without bumping into Mo. Her face had gone pale, and he saw she’d come to the same horrific conclusion.

      “So Dave Meadows is the father after all, only he doesn’t know that Chloe was, is in fact, his other daughter, because he believed she’d died. The girls must have been separated early on, then, at birth maybe.”

      “Exactly. What a bloody mess. Not only is Dave Meadows the baby’s father, but that makes the three girls sisters and half-sisters, as well as Leanne being Mary’s aunt. Dave Meadows should be the grandfather to Chloe’s child, not the bloody father!”

      How the hell was he going to handle it from here on in, Jack wondered miserably. Poor Penny Meadows. She had more than a few shocks coming to her, as did Leanne and Chloe. Mary would be oblivious for the foreseeable future, thankfully. But Dave?

      He was in deep shit no matter how you looked at it. And he deserved every sloppy ounce of it, right up past his ears if Jack had his way.

      “Don’t say a word yet, Mo,” Jack said, collecting himself. “I need some air. You get on to the CCTV footage for Meadows’ car while I think on the next move. Lips sealed, eh?”

      “You can count on me. I won’t say a word.”

      Jack wiped his nose with the back of his hand and made his way to the back door, avoiding the looks he knew he was getting. He looked a state. His shirt was splotched with blood, though at least it was his own.

      He stood in the cold air, breathing evenly. He needed to plan his next steps carefully.
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      The walk did him good. As did the bacon sandwich from the food van up the road. But his waistline wasn’t his concern at the moment and neither was his paperwork, so both would have to wait. His bloodied shirt, however, was a different issue, and he figured he’d better get changed into a fresh one before he did much else. So, instead of going back into the station, he slipped into his car and headed into the town centre. In the back of his mind, he had an inkling about what to do first, and that involved finding Billy. He hoped he’d set his stall up somewhere close to the charity shop.

      Sometimes the gods aligned and things fell into place, and as he pulled into the curb a couple of doors down from the shop, he could see Billy up ahead chatting to an older woman. He sat and watched her body language, the way her head was cocked to one side listening intently to what he was saying. After a few moments, she broke out into a smile that matched Billy’s. She handed him something, probably some change, Jack figured, and Billy shook her hand. A moment later, she was on her way, pulling a shopping trolley along behind her like a tired old dog.

      Jack got out of the car and made his way over. Billy saw him and waved excitedly, then changed his expression when he noticed Jack’s shirt.

      “What happened, Detective? Someone get a bit feisty this morning?”

      “You could say that. I had an altercation with a door in the coffee room and got myself a nosebleed.”

      “You want to get that changed, my friend,” Billy suggested. “Not a good look for a copper. You look like you’ve been fighting.” He added his cheeky smile and Jack tried one in return. “But you didn’t come here to talk about your nose, I’m thinking,” Billy went on. “What’s up?” His face had turned serious now.

      “Let me buy you something to eat and a coffee. I need to ask you something.”

      “I won’t turn that down,” Billy said, gathering his few belongings and putting his hard-earned change into his pocket. “There’s a place around the corner,” he said, indicating the direction they should walk in, and they set off. As they approached the café in silence, Jack realized where they were headed. Up ahead was a greasy-spoon – Roy’s Café. He must have thought long and hard to come up with such a clever name for his business, Jack thought sardonically. He half expected to hear a bell tinkling above his head when he opened the door, but there was none. He closed the door behind them and they headed for a table. Decorated sometime in the eighties, the café was due for a repaint at least, but it was warm and the aroma of cooked bacon hung in the air. Jack was tempted to have another sandwich.

      “Right, Billy, Big Breakfast, I’m assuming? Pot of tea?”

      Judging by the boy’s smile, there was no need for another form of confirmation, so Jack made his way to the counter to order. A man in his forties wearing an apron greeted him. The name “Roy” was embroidered on his shirt pocket, telling Jack he was the owner of Roy’s Café. The man glanced at Jack’s bloodstained shirt but didn’t comment. He really must get it changed soon.

      “Hello. A friend of Billy’s?” Roy enquired, somewhat suspiciously, Jack thought. Or protectively.

      “I like to think so,” said Jack. “Thought I’d feed him up a bit. You?”

      “I look out for him a bit, and his Chloe too. A nice young couple.”

      “So you must be Roy, the owner,” said Jack, holding his hand out to shake. “Billy said he was spending Christmas Day with you. I’ve just put two and two together,” he said, smiling, though he’d already deduced as much when he’d first seen the café.

      “Didn’t like to think of them both alone, and I’m on my own, so it worked out.”

      “And with Chloe having given birth not long ago, she in particular would have appreciated that.”

      It was a daring move on Jack’s part, but one that paid off. Roy stared straight at Jack, a look of “How did you know?” on his face, and that was all he needed for confirmation.

      Neither man spoke for a moment, then Jack said, “Billy’s having the Big Breakfast and tea, and I’ll have a tea, thanks. And a slice of toast on the side.” Jack beamed at Roy, and no more was said about anything as he paid for the food and headed back to Billy.

      So, Chloe was indeed Mary’s mother – that much he’d had confirmed. Now he had to put the pieces together and somehow make sense of it all.

      “So, what did you want to ask me?” Billy asked.

      Since Jack already had the answer to his question, he had to think of something else fast.

      “I wondered how Chloe was, that’s all. Behaving herself, I hope,” Jack said to Billy with a grin.

      Saved.

      “Yes, she’s fine, and thanks for your help there, Jack. She doesn’t need grief on top of everything else.”

      Everything else? Jack wondered if he should ask, but decided to leave it alone. There was no sense in causing more upset by exposing what was obviously their secret. He hoped Roy wouldn’t say anything to the authorities about Chloe abandoning her baby until this was all sorted out, and since he seemed like the caring sort, he felt confident of that. And Jack was the authorities anyhow.

      “You’re welcome, Billy, though I can’t help a second time, so remember that, eh?” He nodded as Roy placed a Big Breakfast down in front of the boy, and a plate of toast for Jack. It was both the distraction they needed and the ideal opportunity to change the subject to something less serious.

      “How’s the Hansen’s disease going, then, Billy? Trade picking up?” he asked, biting into a slice of buttered toast.
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      It’s a beautiful new day.

      Jack was finally beginning to see the light at the end of the tunnel – and it was no longer an oncoming train. Since his run-in, quite literally, with Mo and his meeting with Billy, he had almost every piece of the Meadows’ puzzle figured out and a good chunk of the other, though Leanne and her family were still blissfully unaware of the crossover they were involved in and the upset and hell that was yet to come. He’d spent a couple of hours talking with Eddie over a pint about how best to move forward, and they had decided on their strategy with Dave Meadows at least. Then, against his normal way of doing things, he had asked for Janine’s advice as well, giving her the broad outline, no names. As a woman, she had a different perspective to offer, which he valued; he wanted to make things as easy as possible for Mrs Meadows when the time came to tell her.

      It seemed “Sausage man,” or Bernard Evans as he was legally known, had indeed buggered off to France and, according to the border patrol, had crossed over on Boxing Day , which, as it happened, was long before they were properly aware of him and what he stood for. It was now a cross-borders affair, which made dragging him in for questioning somewhat more difficult – far from ideal.

      Rob Styles, on the other hand, hadn’t been as thoughtful in his getaway and was lazing in his mother’s flat watching television when Jack’s colleagues knocked on the front door. He was now sat uncomfortably in cell number two with a plastic cup of water for company, awaiting his solicitor and his chance to explain. Jack knew by the man’s actions that he’d be singing like a budgie to reduce his sentence. He was already pacing his cell like a cat on a hot tin roof. There was no way he’d enjoy life behind bars, where he’d be on offer to his cellmates as a sex object. Paedophiles were not treated well by fellow inmates, even on remand. Meanwhile, there was still work to be done to find their wanted man, who, if he had any brains at all, would now be travelling under a new name with new papers. And in that case, it would be almost impossible to locate him until he offended again.

      That left the Meadows debacle. And right now, Jack and Eddie were on their way to arrest Dave Meadows and bring him in for official and in-depth questioning back at the station. The man would find himself booked into cell number three for the night if all went according to plan.

      Eddie pulled up outside the house. Cedar Road was becoming a regular destination for Jack. The front door opened as they were getting out. Penny stood in the doorway. Did she know something was up? Unless Jack was imagining it, she looked worried about something.

      “Morning, Mrs Meadows. Is Mr Meadows in, please?” Jack took the lead since he was almost a regular on their doorstep.

      “Dave? What do you want Dave for, Detective?” She didn’t look happy, and Jack wondered if she’d been crying recently, or not sleeping.

      “Is he in?” he pushed again.

      She opened the door wider and the two men took the invitation to enter.

      “I’ll get him. Go through to the lounge,” she directed, and they obliged. A moment or two later, Dave Meadows walked in wearing a brave face of sorts, closely followed by Penny. Eddie and Jack looked at each other grimly.

      “It might be best if we talk to Mr Meadows alone,” said Jack as Penny prepared to sit on the edge of the sofa opposite the two detectives. They were both still standing. If Dave was happy for her to stay for the questions, he didn’t let on, and Penny promptly left the room. Would she be listening in from the hallway?

      “I’ll get to the point,” Eddie began. “We are here to take you back to the station for questioning in relation to sexual offences against a minor, for starters. I suggest you get your solicitor to meet you there, and tell them it could be a long day.”

      Eddie stood and Dave backed away slightly.

      “What?” he exclaimed. “How dare you, and after all we’ve been through!”

      Jack stood next to Eddie. “Let’s talk about this at the station, Mr Meadows.”

      “Do I have a choice?” he asked, his voice rising in pitch.

      “No sir, you don’t. And I’d rather not cuff you, so, if you’ll agree to calm down and walk to the car . . .”

      “Cuff me? Are you mad, man? Am I under arrest?”

      “You may well be soon. That depends on your answers,” retorted Eddie.

      Jack glared across at Meadows, knowing full well that his dental records matched the gum at the scene. Dental records didn’t lie. And neither does fathering a child with your own daughter, but that kind of questioning wasn’t for the front lounge of his home.

      Mrs Meadows chose that moment to walk back in. She must have been eavesdropping.

      “Penny, call our solicitor, would you?” Dave Meadows said to her. “Seems I need one.”

      Penny was about to protest to Jack, but he pre-empted it. “You’d be wise to do so, Mrs Meadows,” he said. She turned pale and scurried out of the room.

      The three men then made their way out to the waiting car. As Eddie pulled away from the curb, Jack glanced up at the front bedroom window in time to see the curtain move slightly, as though someone had been peering round it. Penny, he wondered? Or Leanne? It didn’t matter, in reality, because whatever either woman thought could be happening, it was going to get a good deal worse when the full extent of the story came out.

      Though maybe not for baby Mary. The thought lifted his spirits.
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      It turned out to be a long day. Dave Meadows was now licking his wounds in cell number three. Dental records had indeed confirmed that he’d left his gum in the house where his daughter Leanne had been imprisoned, and where he’d gone on and indulged himself with a twelve-year-old girl, Kate Byers, who was still recovering in hospital.

      Kate was still too traumatized to say much, so Jack thanked his lucky stars Meadows had been dumb enough to leave evidence. His solicitor had argued that the gum could have been left when Meadows had been at the property for a different reason some months back, but Rob Styles had identified Meadows as a customer after he had been shown a photo of him.

      Right now, Eddie and Jack were contemplating how far to go with their line of questioning before they tackled the more sensitive blow Dave Meadows was about to receive.

      “Let’s get it over with tonight,” Eddie suggested. “His solicitor is getting fidgety and adding this additional charge in will bring the walls down on Meadows right now. Over and done with, I say. We’ll put him on suicide watch and leave him to stew until the morning.”

      Jack found himself agreeing. After all, they had no reason to tread softly with him. It was the rest of the family they had to think about from now on. Dave Meadows wouldn’t be the man to tell them.

      “Right, let’s tell him now and put it to bed.”

      “Agreed.”

      As both men went back into the interview room, the solicitor stood and started to say something but Eddie waved him quiet, speaking over the top of him as he asked his question.

      “Mr Meadows, you used to visit an address in Manchester regularly, didn’t you? For sex, I mean?”

      Jack sat quietly, watching Meadows’ body language as Eddie spoke.

      “Did I?”

      “You did. But then you stopped going”

      “Again, did I?”

      “Yes, you did. Because the girl fell pregnant. And her parents moved away so she was no longer ‘available,’” he said, making quote marks in the air.

      Nothing from Meadows for a moment, and then Jack noticed a change in the man’s face as realization dawned.

      “That girl had a baby,” Eddie said. “A little girl, in fact. But here’s the thing – due to her circumstances, she couldn’t keep the child. Instead, she abandoned it at the local church, where, thankfully, an elderly lady found her and took her to the hospital, where she has been cared for.”

      “That’s all very sad, Detective, but what’s that got to do with me?” Meadows said, clearly trying to be brave.

      “Well, we took some DNA from the baby, and guess what? It’s a match to you as the father. Your DNA was already in the system from that bar fight you got into some time back, and ping! There you were, flashing away at us like a beacon.”

      “There must be some mistake! That can’t be me. I’ve never visited a woman in Manchester.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t a woman, Mr Meadows. No, it was a girl. Of fourteen. A girl called Chloe. Pretty name, don’t you think?”

      “You’ve got it wrong!” Meadows shouted. He leapt up from his chair in anger, tipping it backwards.

      “DNA doesn’t lie, Mr Meadows. Now, this is where it gets really interesting, so sit back down.” The air was thick with tension as everyone waited for him to resume his seat. “You had another child when Leanne was born, didn’t you?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything? She died at birth!” Spittle flew from his mouth.

      Meadows’ solicitor tried to intervene and speak, but Eddie cut him off.

      “You named her Charlotte, I believe. We’ve yet to get to the bottom of exactly what happened there, but the child you and Mrs Meadows buried was not Charlotte.”

      Eddie let his bombshell sink in a moment. Both detectives knew there was more to come.

      “I don’t believe you!” Meadows shouted. “Why are you making this up? How low will you people go!?”

      Eddie ploughed on with the rest of the unfortunate tale. “It’s a shock, I realise. But Charlotte survived. She was adopted by a couple in Manchester.” Eddie leaned across the flimsy table and spoke into Meadows’ face. “And you used to visit her. And it was you, Mr Meadows, who got her pregnant. You, sir, are the baby’s father.”

      Silence.

      Then Eddie carried on. “So you have another daughter, one you believed to be deceased, as well as a third daughter, and that makes Leanne the baby’s half-sister. Are you following me, Mr Meadows?”

      All was quiet from the accused’s side of the table.

      “So, I am charging you with a lot more than sex with a minor. You’re going down for some time, Mr Meadows, so you’d better get used to living with four small walls.”

      Both Dave Meadows and his solicitor sat open-mouthed, not sure what to say to such an abominable mess. It was almost too hard to comprehend. It was the solicitor who finally found his voice.

      “I’d like a word with my client, in private please.”

      “Oh, I bet you would,” said Eddie. “And I’d like to see how you’ll wriggle out of this one. Meanwhile, my colleague and I will go and refresh our coffees and leave you two to chat.”

      Jack informed the recording machine that the interview was suspended, and both he and Eddie left the room. Once in the corridor, Jack took a deep, cleansing breath.

      “Shit. Holy bloody shit.”

      “I wonder what he’ll do next?” asked Eddie. “And someone has still got to break the news to Mrs Meadows, because it won’t be him doing the dirty.”

      “No. I daresay it’ll be me.”

      Eddie slapped Jack’s shoulder and said, “Best that it comes from you, Jack, since you know them better than any of us.”

      Didn’t seem Jack had much choice.

      “Let’s get a beer after we’ve done, eh?” said Eddie. “Celebrate.”

      Jack watched Eddie walk ahead of him towards the squad room and coffee. While he needed a fresh cup of coffee, he didn’t feel much like celebrating.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      There wasn’t much point in telling the rest of the family that night, Jack thought glumly. It wasn’t his role to inform them why Mr Meadows had been arrested and what he had been charged with, but he did need to speak to Penny and Leanne about the rest of the situation. No matter how and when he did it, the two women were going to have their worlds blown apart. But Jack knew that if he didn’t tell them tonight, he wouldn’t be getting much sleep; he’d be lying awake, worrying and thinking about the best way to handle it the following day.

      He looked at his watch. It was almost 8 pm.

      And then there was Chloe – how and when to tell her? How would she react, and what support would she need? There was too much to think about, and that was why he was still sat in his car in the station yard, having avoided Eddie’s celebratory drinking session. He found himself calling Janine. She’d know what to do.

      Her bright voice as she picked up the phone sent a tingle through his body. Even after their years of marriage, she still made him hum.

      “Hello, my love,” he said softly.

      “Are you alright, Jack?” He detected the concern in her words.

      “I am. But I need your advice again if I can. I suppose I need to know a woman’s point of view. It’s a delicate matter I’m about to deal with, and I know you’ll keep it confidential. Would you mind?”

      “Of course I don’t mind. But why don’t you come home so we can talk properly?”

      “I might. That’s half of the problem. Shall I do what I need to do tonight, right now or tomorrow, and whom do I speak with first?”

      There was a silence between them as Janine waited for him to carry on, and Jack wondered where to start. Then Janine spoke again and gave him the direction he needed.

      “Start from the beginning, then I can tell you what I’d do. But the ultimate decision is yours, Jack. You’ll know what’s best. You always do.”

      And so, he took a deep breath in and began to tell her about a family that were about to find out about what the father had been involved in and its consequences, finishing off with a little baby and the pink rabbit he’d bought for her and tucked in beside her.

      When he’d finished, Janine asked simply, “And what do you think, Jack? What’s your gut telling you to do amongst the mayhem?”

      “Talk to Mrs Meadows first, and tell her that Charlotte never died and is alive and well, and is now called Chloe. Then tell her that Chloe’s had a baby. Then I think I need to tell Chloe straight afterwards. Then let them both come to terms with things. Am I about right?”

      “On the button, Jack. That’s what I would want. And you can’t do that tonight, not really.”

      “No. I can’t.”

      “So come on home. I’ll run you a soapy bath, and tomorrow you can put the world right, at least for one family.”

      She always knew what to do.

      “I’ll be home shortly, then. Love you, Mrs Rutherford.”

      “Love you too.”

      He sat for a moment longer, fiddling with the car keys in the ignition, wondering how he was going to find Chloe in the morning, and Billy. She was going to need his shoulder for support.

      “I’ll drive down Pitt Street now, see which garage is theirs. I’ll only be a minute or two out of my way. That’s what I’ll do,” he said to himself as he started the engine and prepared to pull away.

      Ten minutes later, he was slowly cruising down Pitt Street. There was only the one garage. But how was he going to notify Chloe and Billy that he needed to talk? Knocking on the garage door would raise questions he hadn’t the time or energy to answer tonight. He looked around the inside of his car for a piece of paper, found a discarded chocolate bar wrapper and wrote a brief note on the inside of it:

      Meet me tomorrow at Roy’s. I’m buying lunch. Bring Chloe. I have news. 12 pm. Jack.

      That should do the trick and leave him plenty of time. Curiosity and a hot meal should entice them enough to show up, he hoped. He folded the note in half and slipped it under the garage door, saying a prayer the two of them saw it in time. As soon as he’d slipped it inside, he felt better, as though the worst part was over, yet he knew it was still to come, for him anyway. For Chloe? Well, he really didn’t know how she was going to react. It could go either way. And Billy? How would he feel? Though he wasn’t part of the family, he’d grown to like Chloe; that much was obvious. But this news might mean a change in their own status quo. Would he be resentful, perhaps? Move on without her, even?

      “There’s no point second-guessing,” he told himself. “Que será, será. Whatever will be, will be.”

      Jack headed home to his waiting soapy bath, feeling better now that the proverbial plate of spaghetti was beginning to untangle itself.
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      As he’d feared, Jack slept fitfully and woke with bags under his eyes. When this case was over, he wanted to sleep for a week; perhaps he’d do just that. Janine kissed him on the cheek and wished him luck as he left for Cedar Road. He was sure he could still feel it where she’d left it. It comforted him, like she was with him in the task ahead.

      Steeling himself, he knocked on the front door of the Meadows’ home and waited. When he heard the chain being taken off, he sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Penny put her head around the door, her red-rimmed eyes meeting his.

      “Can I come in, please?”

      She pulled the door open wider, though she did not speak. Did she blame him for her husband’s arrest? Probably. Without being asked to, he made his way to the lounge and she followed in behind.

      When they were both in the room, he said, “I have some news for you. Perhaps we should sit down?” He followed her lead, sitting only when she had. They were in opposite chairs, a low coffee table between them. She still hadn’t said anything. She kept her head lowered, looking at the swirly pattern of the carpet.

      “Mrs Meadows,” he began. “I said I have some news, though it doesn’t concern your husband’s case directly.” Still nothing. “It concerns your daughter, not Leanne, but her twin, the baby you lost many years ago.”

      Penny finally looked at Jack properly.

      “What’s that got to do with any of this? And how did you know she was Leanne’s twin? I never told you.”

      “No, you didn’t. And I realize how sensitive this is, but during an investigation into another, seemingly unrelated crime, it came to light that Leanne’s twin is actually still alive. She never died, Mrs Meadows. She’s still with us.”

      The silence seemed to go on forever, and then a half-strangled sound erupted from her mouth. Her hand flew to cover it as she wailed. Jack leaned forward to place his hand on her arm in comfort, and she let him keep it there until she’d calmed a little. Tears continued to roll freely down her cheeks. This wasn’t what Jack had imagined. Denial maybe, before it had sunk in, but not this. Penny Meadows was acting as if she’d known the child hadn’t died at all. But how could that be?

      “But you buried her,” said another voice behind Jack. It was Leanne; her mother’s distress had brought her into the room.

      “I never believed them, never. I told them they’d made a mistake, that my baby had been mixed up somewhere. A mother knows . . . a mother knows when a child isn’t hers. The baby they gave me, the dead one – I never believed it was mine. I never believed them, never…” Penny trailed off. Leanne went to her mother, wrapping her arms around her shoulders awkwardly as she sobbed gently.

      “You say she’s alive, Detective? How did you find her?”

      Oh lord. Here I go …

      “Charlotte, as you christened her, is now called Chloe, and was adopted by a couple in Manchester. For reasons I can’t go in to right now, she found herself pregnant and frightened and decided to leave home before her child was born. She came to London.” He paused to give them both a little time to digest what he’d said so far. “She had a baby girl and left it on the doorstep of a church, where a stranger found her, and she was taken to hospital. You may have seen something in the paper. It was just before Christmas, so the hospital named her Mary.”

      “I remember that,” said Leanne. “So my sister is alive and well, and I have a niece?”

      “Yes, your sister is safe and well,” said Jack.

      Penny Meadows wiped her eyes and tried to smile. “I can’t believe it. I can’t. Even though I knew she wasn’t dead, I still can’t actually believe she is alive. It’s a miracle! When can we meet her, Detective?”

      “There’s a little more to it, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh?”

      Jack turned to Leanne as he spoke. “Baby Mary is not your niece, Leanne. She’s your half-sister.”

      There was a long silence.

      “I don’t understand,” said Penny Meadows at last. “How can that be? You’re saying …Oh god, no! You said Manchester … Oh god, oh no!”

      “Mum, what is it? What aren’t you telling me?” Leanne looked at Jack for an explanation. He was going to have to tell her after all.

      “The girl your father was seeing in Manchester was your sister Chloe. Mary is his child.”

      Leanne burst into tears now, and she and her mother cradled each other, sobbing. Jack quietly excused himself and went to the kitchen to give them some privacy. He made a pot of tea, found cups and took it all back to the lounge on a tray. They looked up at him, red-eyed, as he stepped into the room.

      “I’ve made you some tea. It might help.” It sounded lame, but he hoped they appreciated his trying. He put the tray on the table in front of them, and Leanne set to pouring and handed a cup to her mother.

      “When can we meet her – Chloe?” she asked.

      “Soon I hope. Soon.”
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      Chloe stared at the note Jack had written.

      “Do you think my caution has been revoked?” she asked Billy, suddenly afraid. What was his news?

      “He’d have asked you to the station, not for lunch, silly,” he joked, trying to keep things light, but wondering himself. “I don’t think they can revoke it anyway,” he added. But she looked troubled. “You think it’s something else, like your little one?”

      “I can’t think of anything else, and if it is, I’m really in trouble. I abandoned her, remember?” The strain in her voice was obvious, and again Billy tried to convince her.

      “As I said, I’d say that kind of conversation would be at the station, so no, he’s not going to arrest you for abandonment.” He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in close. They were sat on their makeshift bed in the garage, figuring they’d hang out there until it was time to leave for Roy’s Café. Through the grimy window, they could see that a pale-yellow sun had risen in the sky, though it hadn’t the strength to warm the place at ten in the morning. But at least it was showing itself, that was the main thing; everything felt better when the sun made an appearance.

      “Look, I wouldn’t worry. And you’re assuming the news is about you. It could be about me. Or neither of us, for that matter.”

      Glancing up at him, she said, “I like you, Billy Peters. You’re so reasonable. And sensible. And nice.”

      “You make me sound like a boring old fart, Chloe Mathews,” he said, bending slightly to plant a kiss on her forehead. “Anyway, stop over-thinking it and look forward to a steaming hot meal with a knife and fork. I fancy pie and mash for lunch. What about you?”

      “Same.”

      Jack was emotionally exhausted, and it was only lunchtime.

      And there was more to wade through. Between Eddie and forensics, the list that had been found in the young woman’s stomach had finally been completed. Dave Meadows was on that list – another nail in his coffin, and more strength for the CPS to agree on charges. Not that they needed any more; the guy was almost buried in crap, it was so far up his neck.

      He’d been at Roy’s for a few minutes, taking pleasure in a quiet cuppa while mulling over how to proceed. In reality, he knew precious little about Chloe and Billy, and had no idea whether he should even be discussing what he was about to discuss with Billy present, but his gut told him it was the right thing to do. So he’d picked a table in the furthest corner of the café and made camp. He’d also made a call to social services for an update on Mary and was told she was safe with her foster mum and was making good progress. Jack remembered the pink rabbit and smiled. He hoped it was still with her; it was his only way of reaching out to the child.

      Maybe he and Janine should apply for adoption again …

      The sound of the door opening interrupted his thoughts, and he looked up to see Billy and Chloe walking towards his table, both looking like they were about to be yelled at. He stood and smiled, hoping to reassure them.

      Roy hesitantly made his way over.

      “Can I get you all a hot drink before your lunch?” he asked. His apron showing signs of baked beans from earlier in the day.

      “Tea, please, Roy,” Jack said, and the others followed suit. When he was safely out of earshot, Jack said, “Don’t be looking so worried. Nobody is in trouble. Okay?”

      Two nods.

      “But I’m guessing you’re wondering why I asked you for lunch, so let me tell you. But first, let me also tell you this is rather sensitive, and it concerns you, Chloe.” Billy and Chloe exchanged a glance. “Chloe, am I able to talk in front of Billy here?”

      “Yes. He’s my friend. What’s going on? You’re scaring me.”

      Roy delivered three mugs of tea and retreated back to the kitchen. Nobody touched their tea.

      “Chloe,” Jack began, “let me tell you again that you are not in any trouble. Let me also tell you I know you recently gave birth, and that, for your own reasons, you took the little one to the church.”

      Chloe’s face remained neutral.

      She must have known it would catch up with her sooner or later, Jack thought sadly.

      He carried on. “As you may know from the papers, Chloe, your little baby is safe and well. The hospital named her Mary, as it was Christmas, but it doesn’t end there.”

      Chloe lifted her eyes, which were brimming with tears, and Jack felt pained at telling her the next part. “You see, through another case I’ve been working on, we had cause to do some DNA matching, particularly a new way of doing it, called familial DNA. Now, I won’t bore you with the details, but it means we look for the extended family of the person in question.”

      He waited for them both to catch up. Finally, he got a faint nod from Billy to go on.

      “So it means we now know who baby Mary’s father is, and we can prosecute him for what has happened to you.”

      The tears spilled down Chloe’s cheeks now, and Billy reached for a napkin from the nearby dispenser.

      “Will I have to see him?” Chloe asked, struggling to keep her voice steady.

      “Not necessarily. But it does get a little more complicated from here, and for this part you will need the support of a loved one.” Jack was looking directly at Billy, who instinctively reached out and placed his hand on Chloe’s. He gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “Go on,” she said faintly.

      “The DNA results led us to a man who had a family of his own. He had twins, in fact. But he and his wife were told that one twin, Charlotte, had died at birth, and so they raised the other twin, Leanne, on her own.”

      “Right. I’m not sure where I fit in here.”

      “Charlotte never actually died. There was a mix-up at the hospital, and it turns out Charlotte lived. Chloe, Charlotte is you. You have a sister, a twin sister.”

      Chloe and Billy sat with open mouths. Finally, Billy spoke.

      “Holy hell,” he said, and closed his eyes for a moment.

      “So, I have a sister, then. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Yes, you do. But Chloe…” Jack paused and took a deep breath. “Your natural father is also the father of your child,” he said, not wanting it to draw out any further.

      Jack and Billy sat silently as Chloe processed what he’d told her. It was a lot to take in. But Chloe was quick on the uptake and decisive in her reasoning.

      “It seems both of my fathers have proved to be vile. I think it would be easier if I said I didn’t have one from here on in.”

      Jack was astounded at how strong the young woman sat in front of him was being. She’d grasped the news and was already dealing with it.

      “But I have a sister. And a natural mother. Do they know about me? And about Mary?”

      “Yes, they do.”

      “I’d like to meet them both,” she said. “Do you think they’ll let me?”

      “I know they will. I’ve only told them a short while ago, so they’re both coming to terms with the news. I can organize it when you’re all ready.”

      “Billy, will you come too?”

      “Of course I will, Chloe.”

      “Charlotte, eh? Pretty name,” she added finally with a weak smile. “What a way to bring the New Year in. I appear to have gained a whole new family.”

      Billy leaned in, smiling from ear to ear, and kissed her wet cheek. “You’ll have to decide what we all call you from here on in,” he grinned.

      “I’m Chloe. I’ll always be Chloe, and I couldn’t care less about a surname. Both fathers can go to hell. Perhaps I’ll pick a fresh one.”

      Jack sat quietly, relieved it was all over. If Leanne and Penny wished to tell her the rest of the greater story, that was their business, but Jack suspected Leanne wouldn’t be keen to relive and share it, not yet anyway. And there was no need. Chloe had some decisions to make, not only for her own life but for that of her child. Baby Mary was safe where she was for the time being, though Jack would inform social services of Chloe’s new situation.

      And time was a great healer. He knew that from experience. With a New Year ahead of her and a new family waiting in the wings, the start of the new millennium promised to be a memorable and momentous occasion for Chloe, not to mention a few others.

      “Right, you two,” he said, getting to his feet. “I said I was buying you lunch, so choose what you want.” He motioned to Roy, who approached the table, order pad in hand. “I’m going to leave you to it. I’ll be in touch soon.” He passed Roy cash to cover their meal and a bit more, knowing he’d give Billy and Chloe the change.

      As Jack left Roy’s Café, he couldn’t help but smile. His step felt lighter than it had done in days. It was a rare pleasure to give victims good news for a change, bittersweet thought it was. He pulled out his phone and called Janine.

      “You okay, love?” she asked.

      “Couldn’t be better,” he said perkily. “Can I take you out to lunch, Mrs Rutherford?”
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      The wind whipped through Melissa’s blonde hair as they sped down the leafy lane on a hot Sunday afternoon. Callum was at the wheel. A somewhat immature and invincible twenty nine-year-old, he pushed the accelerator to the floor a little more each time his fiancée squealed with excitement. He was a show-off. And he liked people to watch him, notice him, in everything he did. Even sex. He turned towards her. Her head was thrown back, her hair flying behind them like a cream silk kite being beaten and jostled in the whip from the wind. The speedometer on the walnut dashboard read seventy, a full thirty over the limit, but what did Callum care? They were having fun. He laughed and squealed along with her, the effects of his lunchtime G&T pumping through his thin veins and firing his adrenalin even more.

      He took the tight corner with ease; he’d done it so many times in the past and knew the road well enough to trust it. There was a long, straight stretch ahead, and he pressed the pedal down further, feeling the power of the V8 engine as they raced forward. Eighty. Eighty-five. Another corner ahead, and he was confident. Melissa urged him on, squealing, laughing, hair still whipping as they raced towards it. Callum touched the brakes of his Ferrari and slowed it a little to take the bend, turning towards her to receive her appreciation of his skilled driving. Her dark shades were a stark contrast to her Colgate mouth. Overly white teeth had been a present for her birthday, her mouth important to him. Turning his attention back to the road, he took the upcoming S-bend with skill, using both sides of the narrow lane like a switchback ride at the fairground. Melissa whooped and squealed like a child at Thorpe Park, without the candy floss. The Rosso red car sparkled in the afternoon sunshine like a cherry on top of a trifle as they sped out of the final bend and back along the flat.

      “Faster! Faster,” Melissa shouted above the raucous tones of Freddie Mercury urging them not to stop him now, as he belted his soul through the stereo system and out into the vapour trail behind them.

      Melissa was having such a good time. Callum was having a ball.

      He turned again to her dazzling smile as Freddie gave the performance of his life. They both shouted the chorus along with him as they approached another bend. Callum turned back to the road and took it wide, crossing the centre line as the car swung out around the curve. He glanced back at Melissa and saw, as if waking from a dream, that her rapturous expression had changed to horror. She screamed out hysterically and he swung his head around to the front again, following her wide-eyed gaze. Fully alert now, he yanked the steering wheel hard to the left in an effort to avoid the oncoming car turning left out of a driveway. The other driver tried to swerve out of harm’s way as Callum barrelled towards them; he was almost sideways to it now. It wasn’t going to be enough. He yanked the wheel again, struggling to keep the Ferrari away from a collision that was now impossible to avoid.

      It wasn’t enough.

      

      The few seconds immediately after a car crash are eerily quiet. Callum first checked himself then glanced across at Melissa, who was dazed but conscious. Neither spoke. Through the smashed windscreen, Callum watched as the driver’s door opened on the other vehicle, a navy-blue Golf, and an elderly male staggered out, hand to his forehead. Red oozed through his fingers; he’d cut his head badly. Further up the road, a man who had probably been out walking off his Sunday lunch had turned and was racing towards the carnage, no doubt to see if he could be of assistance. Still Callum didn’t move. Melissa whimpered; Callum ignored her. He wiggled his toes; nothing broken. Opening his door, he staggered out and headed straight for the other driver, gathering his strength and balance as he did so.

      “Are you blind!?” he screamed. “Did you even look? Look at my car!”

      The old man’s milky grey eyes widened in fear as Callum raged at him, not caring in the least that the man was obviously hurt.

      “Are you deaf too?” Callum screamed again.

      The old man’s mouth opened and closed helplessly; he looked like a fish, Callum thought. Stupid old bastard.

      Callum squared up in front of the old man and let loose a torrent of obscenities that questioned the man’s parentage and sexuality, spittle flying from his ashen lips. The man cowered, terrified. Callum’s eyes were bulging; a vein in his neck thumped hard, his face was red as a beetroot.

      Suddenly there was a shout from behind them.

      “Hey!” The man who had been running along the road towards them arrived now, out of breath. He placed a protective arm in front of the older man, shielding him with his body, and whirled on Callum. “Leave it out, eh?”

      “What’s it to you?” Callum shrieked. “Did you see what happened?”

      “I did, actually. So back off, eh?”

      “So, he was in the wrong! Look at my car!” Callum said, turning to look. Melissa was still in the passenger seat, moaning and crying, not that Callum was about to help her anytime soon.

      “What about your friend? Is she alright?” the man asked, taking a step forward and turning away from the old man for a second.

      “She’s fine,” Callum snapped. “Leave her.”

      “I’ll just take a look; she doesn’t sound fine.”

      The young man stepped forward obstructing his path as the first punch landed on his jaw, jerking his face awkwardly to one side.

      “What the—?” He put a hand on his face for a split second, then, quick as a fox, formed a fist of his own and landed a savage punch on Callum’s chin. Callum sprawled backwards onto the grass verge, where he lay catching his breath for a moment. Chastened, he had the sense to stay silent.

      The old man looked on in disbelief as the Samaritan went to check on Melissa; he had his phone in his hand and was already dialling an ambulance. He talked alternately to both the operator and Melissa and was assured that help was on its way.

      Melissa herself was largely unharmed, save for being in shock, and had climbed out of the car. She sat on the grass bank, rocking backwards and forwards to comfort herself. A little blood trickled from her forehead; she would probably need a stitch.

      The passerby went back to the old man and sat him down in the passenger seat of his own Golf; this was a better option for his older body than the grass.

      Callum was still in the ditch, though he’d got to his knees and was preparing to scramble out. Nobody was in a rush to help him.

      The ambulance arrived a few minutes later. The paramedics treated the old man’s head wound on site and decided to take him on to the hospital to check him for concussion. Melissa was largely unharmed; no stitches would be needed. She declined to be taken to hospital.

      Callum had stumbled out of the ditch and was standing beside the wreck of his car, arms folded and a dark expression on his face. He was still angry, but had simmered back to below boiling point. He had called a tow truck to remove his beloved Ferrari, and arranged a ride back to his parents’ house.

      All seemed well.
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      Melissa Ross had been driven home alongside her fiancé in the back of Mr Parker Senior’s Jaguar. Callum had finally calmed down and, having regained his usual bluster, had regaled his father with the whole story, embellishing each detail for good measure. Callum, too, had refused to go to the hospital, and Melissa began to feel much better as soon as she was seated quietly in the Jaguar.

      Mr Parker had called his wife to tell her they were on their way, and, via speakerphone, she had voiced her displeasure at Callum and Melissa’s refusal to get themselves checked out properly, a scolding that had made Melissa smile at and Callum feel like a child again. But mothers did that, they both knew; their sons and daughters were always and forever eight years old, no matter their current age or what they were doing. Mr Parker Senior, for his part, hadn’t much else to add—his wife had said more than enough for them both—and as they turned up the long shingle driveway to their house, which stood majestically at the end. Mrs Parker could be seen standing in the doorway, jiggling from one foot to the other as if the stone step was burning the underneath of each foot in turn. Clad in a formal skirt and silk blouse, she looked like a member of the Royal Family.

      She descended on them, full of anxiety, as soon as they got out of the car. “Why don’t you go and get checked out?” she asked again.

      “Because it’s Sunday and I don’t fancy sitting in an A&E department for the next six hours,” Callum moaned. “Plus, the fact, we’re both fine—a couple of scratches each, nothing more. So, stop fussing, Mother!” He carried on past her and into the coolness of the hallway. Melissa followed suit, not wishing to rile her man up any further, even though his words had sounded downright rude. His mother was concerned; she could understand that.

      “I don’t like it,” Jean Parker said, turning to her husband.

      “His choice. He’s a grown man. And he’s not hurt.”

      “But still.”

      They both fell in behind Callum and Melissa and headed through to the lounge, where Callum was helping himself to another gin and tonic. Ice clinked in the tumbler as he sat back in one of the wing chairs, the wing itself almost hiding his face as he closed his eyes, savouring his drink in silence. Everyone else took a seat and collected their own thoughts after what had just happened. Mrs Parker quietly made sure that their future daughter-in-law, Melissa, was truly alright, then changed the subject to lighten the mood, breezily enquiring about where they’d ended up for lunch. She cooed her approval at their choice, a local hotel and a longstanding favourite of her own.

      Callum hadn’t said another word. He’d finished his drink and had dropped off to sleep, so Brian and Jean Parker, along with Melissa, left him be.

      “It must be the shock. Best to let him sleep it off,” Mrs Parker said, taking Callum’s drink from his hand and putting it on a nearby table. They headed outside, where a huge umbrella shaded a table and chairs on the patio. A retired greyhound slept peacefully in the shade of a bush hanging over the far corner. His ears pricked up as they settled in, indicating he wasn’t actually asleep at all, but his eyes stayed closed. Familiar voices were nothing to get bothered by.

      “So how are the wedding plans going?’ Jean Parker said brightly, happy for something else to chat about while her grumpy son had forty winks inside. She hated rudeness.

      “Terrible!” Melissa complained. “The hotel is being super silly over the menu and letting us have the whole of the gardens for our party because there’s another wedding on! Can you believe it? Why they can’t simply tell the others to find another venue, I’ve no idea. It’s causing Mummy and me a lot of stress. As if we haven’t enough to worry about!”

      “Oh dear. How annoying for you. What will you do?”

      “Mummy is going to go and tell the other people they can’t have the gardens. She’s found out who they are, so once she’s told them, it’ll be fine, I’m sure. They’ll just have to find another venue, and we’ll have the gardens to ourselves!”

      Jean watched as Melissa helped herself to the jug of lemonade that stood in the centre of the table. She didn’t offer anyone else a glass. Rather than say anything, Jean filled a glass for herself anyway, and then poured another one for Brian, who had tuned out of the wedding arrangement conversation and was watching the dog sleep. Melissa was turning out to be a proper Bridezilla of gigantic proportions. At least she looked the part, though, Jean thought, and would fit into their lifestyle on looks alone. And as for their future grandchildren, with Callum and Melissa’s natural good looks, they would produce a couple of beautiful children between them. That would be nice to share with the bridge club ladies.

      She was conscious Melissa was talking to her; she’d tuned out herself.

      “Sorry, Melissa. I was elsewhere.”

      Melissa scowled and repeated herself. “I said one of the bridesmaids has put so much weight on, the seamstress has had to make a whole new top half of the dress because she couldn’t squeeze in! I’m telling you, if she gets much fatter, I’ll tell her she can’t be a bridesmaid. I don’t want her ruining the photos because she can’t keep control of her food.”

      “Oh dear,” said Jean again. It was all she could think of saying. She glanced over at Brian, who was still intently watching the dog and showed no signs of rescuing his wife from the conversation. It was all right for him; he could simply turn the TV on or potter in his tool shed and avoid the drama. Even if Jean went inside, Melissa would almost definitely follow her, yammering away as usual about some other self-created drama. She sipped her lemonade and, needing some reprieve from Melissa’s whining, asked, “Why don’t you see if Callum is awake, take him some cold lemonade?” Her smile was as sweet as the saccharine she’d made the drinks with.

      Melissa pulled her bag onto her lap and reapplied her lipstick, then ran her fingers through her hair like a wide-toothed comb. Jean wondered if she did the same things before Callum woke up in the mornings, so she could be ready before he saw her bed-head. When Melissa was happy with her lips, she ran her tongue over her teeth, shook her head like a long-haired dog and went in search of Callum.

      Jean breathed out a deep sigh of relief.

      “Thank goodness for that,” Brian said in a near whisper. “Nice girl, but heaven give me strength,” he added, tilting his chin to the sky. Jean smiled and was about to add that the wedding would be done and over with soon when a woman’s shrill scream shattered the quiet.

      Even the dog looked up in alarm.

      “What the blazes has happened now?” Brian said, standing.
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      Melissa was almost hysterical when Jean and Brian rounded the lounge door. It wasn’t obvious at first what they were looking at. Melissa stood with her hands covering her face, fingers splayed, screaming and crying all at the same time. Callum was as they’d left him when they’d gone out to the shade of the patio. But Jean knew her boy, and Callum didn’t look right. His eyes were still closed, despite the noise that was emanating from Melissa’s lungs. Jean rushed to her son and held the back of her hand to his forehead like she’d done so many times when he was a young boy. He didn’t feel hot this time; no, he felt cool, and cooler than she would have expected given the warm day. She patted his face, and called out to him.

      “Callum, Callum—wake up, Callum,” she said urgently, but there was no response. Something was dreadfully wrong. “Call an ambulance, will you, Brian?” she directed. He reached for his phone and punched in 999 as Jean carried on trying to wake their son.

      Crying now, she felt for a pulse on her son’s neck. Nothing. She moved her fingers slightly higher up; nothing registered. She tried his wrist but got the same result: nothing. She turned to Melissa, panic written on her face.

      “Melissa! Help me lay him on the floor!” she demanded, but Melissa, still in shock and crying uncontrollably, stood rooted to the spot behind her future mother-in-law.

      Realising Melissa was not going to be much use and that Brian was on the phone with the emergency services, Jean heaved Callum down to the floor and on to his back and started CPR. Somebody had to take charge, she thought, pushing down rhythmically in the centre of her son’s chest.

      Brian rang off with the emergency services, shoved his phone back in his pocket and knelt beside his wife.

      “Ambulance is on its way. Move over, love. I’m a bit stronger.”

      Jean sat back on her haunches, her shoulders aching, and let her own tears flow in earnest now that her husband had taken charge. She watched as he pressed overlapping palms to the spot where Callum’s St. Christopher usually hung; it now rested in the creases of his neck. She could hear Brian counting to thirty, over and over again, his compressions regular and evenly spaced. Each time he reached thirty, he released his hands, pinched Callum’s nostrils shut and administered two deep breaths.

      Then back to his chest.

      Counting.

      Thirty.

      Two deep breaths.

      Still no response.

      Jean and Melissa sobbed as Brian persevered, not willing to give up yet, not willing to give up hope. Now they could hear a siren in the distance.

      “Go to the front, Melissa. Show them where to come! Hurry!” Brian said, panting, not breaking his rhythm.

      Melissa didn’t move.

      “Melissa! Go! Now!” he shouted. That did the trick; she fled towards the front entrance as the siren groaned to a stop outside. There was the sound of the door being flung open, then heavy footsteps, and then the paramedics were there, a man and a woman. Brian was still straddling his son, still pushing at his chest. One of the crew gently placed his hand on Brian’s shoulder for him to move over and let them get to work. Quickly and on auto pilot, the two made basic checks and took stock of what they were dealing with. The female directed questions to Jean, sensing she was a little more coherent than the younger woman.

      “How long has he been unresponsive?”

      “We’ve just found him like this. We were all outside and he was having a sleep.”

      “When did he go to sleep?”

      “About half an hour ago, maybe.”

      The look on the woman’s face told Jean it wasn’t a good sign. CPR was generally futile at this stage.

      “Stand clear, please.”

      Jean, Brian and Melissa stood back as the woman attached wires to a machine, ready to shock Callum’s heart back. Jean crossed her fingers and said a silent prayer. There wasn’t anything else left for her to do.

      After a few minutes, the paramedics transferred Callum to a stretcher and rushed him out to the ambulance; the female paramedic was still working on his heart with her hands.

      Melissa, Jean and Brian stood in the doorway watching the ambulance pull away, sirens wailing again. They would follow on to the hospital together. It didn’t look good, they knew. Silence filled the hallway until Jean spoke quietly.

      “I’ll get my bag. Brian, are you alright to drive us all?”

      He nodded, unable to comprehend what had just happened only moments ago.

      

      Callum Parker’s heart never did beat in his chest again. He was pronounced dead on arrival.
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      Amanda Lacey hated working Sundays, particularly when the sun was making an appearance and Ruth was pottering in the garden, but such is life. She tossed her phone onto the wooden outdoor table and sighed. The wood needed a coat of preserver before the winter months took their toll on it, or else they’d be buying a new one next year. She filed the task away for another day and thrust her head into work mode, processing her next steps. She glanced over at Ruth, who had turned instinctively to her when the phone had first rung; she knew full well what was coming. Amanda shrugged, frowning.

      “Better go and change, then,” Ruth said. “The sooner you go, the sooner you’ll be back.” She smiled.

      “I suppose so. Sudden death, though. I may be a while,” Amanda said, standing. “I’ll let you know when I’m on my way back. Sorry!”

      “No need to apologise. It comes with the territory; I know that.” Ruth set down her trowel, walked over to Amanda and put her arm around her shoulders. They walked up to the house together. “I can finish that bottle of red off by myself now. No need to share.” She gave her partner a cheeky grin.

      “Well, I’m glad you benefit from my working hard,” Amanda said, elbowing her gently as they went into kitchen through the back door. The air was a couple of degrees cooler inside, perfect to help her switch from lazing in the sunshine to work mode.

      Ten minutes later, she was in her work clothes and heading out to meet the Parkers. Harry Styles cooed quietly in the background as she navigated through a relatively quiet Croydon and on to Stanstead Road in Caterham. The route was familiar to her; she’d driven it many times when Ruth’s father had lived nearby. He had recently decided to move on after the death of his wife, Madeline Simpson, a couple of years ago.

      Amanda had interviewed Madeline during the course of an investigation into a missing landscaper; at first, she hadn’t realised Madeline and Ruth were related, since Ruth had kept her birth mother’s surname, McGregor. Something had always seemed off about that case to Amanda, but the feeling had dissolved and the enquiries had halted when Madeline had died in an accident. The investigation had turned up no evidence of her involvement in the landscaper’s death, and his body had never been found. The police had concluded that he’d gone missing of his own free will, and the case had been officially archived as a misper.

      After Madeline’s death, Gordon Simpson had rattled around the five-bedroom family home all on his own; then, a month ago, he’d sold it and moved into a flat closer to his work in town. It made more sense all round, though Amanda and Ruth both knew it hadn’t been an easy decision. He’d enjoyed Madeline’s gardens as much as she had, but he hadn’t the time or the patience for the upkeep. His new place had a small courtyard out back, big enough for a few choice pot plants. The following week, he was having a small flat-warming party for his family and close friends.

      Driving past the old house now, Amanda flicked her indicator and turned into the shingle drive of the Parkers’ house.

      The big black front door looked stylish but from a different era, not 2019, and so Amanda assumed the Parkers would be in their late 50s or 60s. As she stood by the car, the door was opened by a man wearing knee-length chino shorts and a formal short-sleeved shirt, no doubt his attempt at dressing down on a warm summer’s day. Even a stranger could see his face looked drained, tired, and pale—unsurprising, since he’d lost his son only a few short hours ago.

      Amanda knew all too well that, as the man of the house, he’d be bottling his emotions up until he could let them out in private. She’d seen it too many times before: the female open and grieving, the male stoic until later. “Big boys don’t cry; be the man; stay strong for your family”—it was all a load of bollocks, really. She shut the car door and went up to greet Brian Parker, her warrant card at the ready.

      “DS Amanda Lacey. Mr Parker?”

      “Yes. Please, come through.”

      Amanda followed him into the lounge, which looked exactly like Amanda had imagined it would, given the old-fashioned front door. While it was nicely done, it wasn’t to her own taste; she preferred a less formal look and feel when watching the TV.

      There wasn’t a TV.

      Perhaps it was behind the huge gilt mirror adorning the chimney breast, hidden away so as not to spoil the Tudor-themed room. Or perhaps they had a TV room elsewhere. Either way, it didn’t much matter.

      Jean Parker stood now to meet her, and Brian did the introductions. There was another, much younger woman who introduced herself as Melissa Ross, Callum’s fiancée. The words caught in Melissa’s throat as she realised there would be no wedding now he was gone, and another older woman rushed over to comfort her as howls like a tomcat’s pained their way from deep inside. She looked like an older version of Melissa, Amanda thought; there was no need to ask who she was. Melissa’s mother and father introduced themselves anyway. Confirmation complete. Everybody sat now, except for Melissa.

      “He killed him!” she screamed at the room. “He hit him!”

      Melissa’s mother touched her daughter’s shoulder in comfort, cooing to her like her daughter was a twelve-year-old, as tears made fresh streak marks down her cheeks. Melissa’s father encouraged her to sit down; she did his bidding and quietened somewhat.

      When everyone was settled, Amanda suggested they start at the beginning so that she could take everything down in order. She turned to Brian Parker and asked him to start.

      “Actually, it might be best to start with Melissa,” he said. “She was with Callum when they had the accident. It could be related.”

      “’Could’!” Melissa stood and screeched the word like a banshee. “He’s dead because of that man hitting him!”

      “Melissa, please! Try and calm down so we can get this down in some sort of order,” pleaded her mother. The room waited once again for the young woman to compose herself. When Melissa had once again settled into her chair, Amanda prodded gently.

      “You were out driving? Where had you been and where were you both going?”

      Melissa Ross told the story, in minute detail, of how they’d been out for a quiet drive and Callum had accidentally hit another vehicle. There had been an altercation. The traffic police had come and taken everyone’s details, and then Brian Parker had picked them up and driven them home.

      The man who had hit Callum was to blame, she said huffily. Amanda was to arrest him immediately.

      “Do you know the man’s name?” Amanda asked. Surely Melissa or Callum would have taken it for the insurance claim, as he was a witness to the accident.

      “Yes. He lives along the same road where the accident happened,” she said sullenly, as if she’d finally run out of steam.

      Amanda’s pencil was poised on her pad as she waited to jot it down.

      “It’s Mr Laurence Dupin.”

      Amanda felt her face grow pale. Oh, shit!
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      The front door to Laurence Dupin’s house was already wide open when he returned from his walk. A woman filled it, arms crossed. He was late back.

      “I was getting worried; thought you’d fallen off a cliff. Where’ve you been all this time? I was about to send a search party out.”

      It came out in one long sentence with no real pause for breath. Everything she said came out the same way. How she managed to speak like that all the time he never knew, but after twenty years of marriage, he’d got used to her ways. And to hardly getting a word in edgeways. It was easier to keep quiet, generally, but there was no escaping her enquiry this time. And since she was blocking the doorway, if he ever wanted to see the inside of his house again, he knew he’d better speak up.

      “There was an accident. I had to stop and assist.”

      She relaxed her arms to her side and let him through, satisfied but needing more information.

      Gossip.

      “Oh? What happened? Anyone hurt? I thought I heard a siren. Did you see it? Where was it exactly?”

      One at a time, please.

      “A car travelling too fast hit another coming out of his driveway. The chap who got hit was an old guy; he was pretty shaken up but ended up with just a head wound, nothing too serious, I expect. There was a young couple in the other car, and he was driving. Started throwing punches and I intervened.” Laurence was searching for a glass in the kitchen cupboard while he babbled out what he knew, quenching her need for details. He filled it from the tap and drank it straight down, then refilled it again. He turned back to her. “Fancy lashing out at the old man when he was the one in the wrong. What a prick.”

      “Huh. The world’s full of them. And trust you to get involved, on your day off, too.” Her hands were back on her hips, matron-like.

      “I couldn’t very well leave them to it, now, could I? I was first on the scene. Anyway, it’s all cleared away now.”

      “Yes, but you’ll be pulled in for a statement, won’t you? Wasting your time.”

      “That’s hardly a hardship, now, is it?”

      “Still.” She grunted disapprovingly. He watched her amble out of the back door and down into the small garden out the back. ‘Her’ chair was placed in the shade of an old plum tree that straddled their property from their neighbour’s garden. It never produced any real quantity of plums, but the green coverage was appreciated on sunny days. She picked up her Woman’s Weekly and resumed reading. Laurence watched her from the window. He wondered when his wife had turned into an old woman. She was 45 going on 65 and had a sour spirit with it. He couldn’t imagine what she’d be like when she did reach 65.

      “Heaven help us,” he said to no one in particular, and went in search of his book. His thoughts drifted to the woman in the car—Melissa had been her name. When she’d finally recovered herself, he couldn’t help noticing she was a bit of a looker, though about half his age. In her prime. Even during the melee, he had been rather surprised to realise that his desire for a sweeter woman in his life had been on his mind. It wasn’t the first time he’d contemplated finding someone a bit more appealing, but he’d stayed true to his marriage vows and never acted. Not that an opportunity had ever come his way since Lyn had staked her claim on him. He doubted anyone would want to cross her if she ever found out.

      He was making himself comfortable in the lounge when his mobile phone rang. He got to his feet and scrabbled around for it; he found it lying under the pile of newspapers that were still on the sofa from before lunch. He’d yet to finish them, though the Sunday supplement was already wrapping the vegetable peelings in the compost heap at the end of the garden. He’d asked her repeatedly to use a tray for the job until he’d read it but had given up reminding her. Reading the tiny screen, he groaned.

      “Some day off this is turning out to be.” He swiped to accept the call.

      “DI Dupin,” he said flatly. “What can I do for you, Amanda?” The joys of caller ID. There was no escaping even if you wanted to.

      “Sorry to bother you, sir. Are you at home, by chance?”

      His left eye twitched involuntarily, something that plagued him when he got wound up. His hopes for a relaxing Sunday were diminishing fast.

      “I am, yes. Is there a problem?” He knew there was, or else why would she be calling him at nearly 3 pm?

      “Hopefully not, sir, but I need to pop over right away. I’ll tell you more when we get there.”

      There was a pause as they both realised what she’d just said.

      “We?” Did he detect a groan on the other end of the line? “Who is ‘we’?” A moment passed before Amanda spoke; her annoyance at being caught out was audible now.

      “DCI Japp will be meeting me there, sir. It’s a bit of a delicate matter. So as long as you’re home, please stay there and we’ll be right over.” It was obvious Amanda was trying to get off the line and avoid any more stupid mistakes. “See you shortly, sir.”

      And then she was gone, leaving Dupin staring at his phone. It was warm; there were traces of grease on the screen from his sweating temple and sticky fingers. He hadn’t realised how hot he’d found himself during the strange conversation.

      “What the hell can Amanda and DCI Japp want?”

      “I’ve no idea. What does he want? And why is he calling on a Sunday, for heaven’s sake? And don’t tell me he’s coming here? Why?”

      He hadn’t realised Lyn had been listening in on the other side of the doorway. He looked up at her as she continued to barrage him with questions, registering the damp, sweaty patch across her top lip. He wiped his own as if that would remove hers. The woman looked like a double-handled tea pot, with a spout to match.

      “Well, I’ve no idea either, but he’s on his way round. I guess we’ll both find out soon enough.” He looked down at his T-shirt front. There was a small patch of blood on it, from the old man’s head, he assumed. “I’d better go and change my shirt.”

      What did Japp want, indeed? The only possible reason he could think of was the accident he’d just witnessed. Maybe they’d take his statement while he was at home, get it out of the way. That must be it.

      But on a Sunday? Was it that important? And the DCI coming to do it?

      He hoped the old man was okay.
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      DCI Jim Japp had the same moustache as his Agatha Christie namesake, but stopped short of wearing a trilby. Having both Japp and Dupin in the same station had caused a ripple of laughter when the more well-read detectives and staff realised they now worked with famous namesakes in the same profession. Not that their surnames were commonly used, as in Dupin’s case. Dupin was slyly referred to as ‘Dopey’ behind his back.

      As for Japp, his nickname was ‘Jim-lad’, after the character in Treasure Island. He’d picked up the name when the movie had first come out and was well used to it now in his 50s. Right now, he, Dupin and DS Amanda Lacey were sat in Dupin’s lounge waiting for Lyn to bring mugs of tea through, though on this warm Sunday, they all would have preferred a cold beer. Japp was attempting small talk until they could talk without fear of interruption, though Dupin would no doubt tell his wife later. Having met Lyn on several occasions, he wanted to avoid the burst dam of questions that would no doubt spew from the woman’s mouth as they always did. He pitied Dupin sometimes.

      When the tea finally arrived, and Lyn had got the message to leave and not to linger, DCI Japp cleared his throat and did his best to look Dupin straight in the eye as he spoke. The swirl on the green carpet underfoot was distracting.

      “You’re wondering, I’m sure, why we’re both here on a Sunday and interrupting your time, so I’ll get straight to the point,” he said, then paused, choosing his words. “You’ll recall the accident you attended earlier on this afternoon.”

      “Yes. Is that what this is about?” Dupin felt relieved, even though he’d figured the visit was likely about that—though why the DCI, he’d still no idea. Yet.

      “Can you run me through what happened, exactly? From the beginning?”

      Dupin looked at Amanda, then back at his DCI, and then, receiving no clue from either, started his story from the beginning as instructed, from leaving the house to witnessing the collision. Nobody said anything while he spoke, until he got to the part where he said he’d thumped the male driver because he’d tried to attack the older man. Amanda and Japp exchanged glances silently.

      “What?” asked Dupin. “I was protecting the old guy; otherwise, he’d have been in a far worse state than he already was.”

      “And what happened after you hit Mr Callum Parker, the younger male?”

      “He fell back into the grass, then nursed his ego and scrambled back up. The ambulance arrived shortly after that.”

      “Was he talking? Walking about?”

      “Yes. Why? What’s this about?”

      Japp avoided Dupin’s question and asked another.

      “How did he seem to you?”

      “Again, fine. Why?”

      Japp and Amanda exchanged another glance then DCI Japp turned back to Dupin.

      “Because about an hour or so later, Mr Callum Parker was found dead.”

      Dupin’s eyes flicked rapidly from side to side as he tried to comprehend what they were telling him. Dead? How could he be dead? He’d scrambled out of the ditch, hadn’t he?

      “He was fine! How can the man be dead?”

      Nobody spoke, and then it twigged in Dupin’s head what they were getting at. “You think I killed him?” he said incredulously. “I was trying to keep things calm, not kill him! I was protecting the old man!” His voice had risen with his outburst, and Lyn hurried back into the room. Dupin ignored her; his mind was reeling. He was aware of Lyn’s voice asking questions, but there was too much to take in without worrying about her.

      “Try and calm down, Laurence,” Japp was instructing him. “We don’t know much at the moment, save for the statement from the woman who was with him.” He looked at his notebook for clarification. “Melissa Ross says you threw a punch and knocked him over. Now, that might be true, but somewhere, somehow, along the way between the accident site and his parents’ house, something happened. We know he went for a nap, and when his fiancée called in on him, he was dead. Now, at the moment, they don’t know who or what you are, but they will find out. And when they do, we have to be whiter than white. Everything in this investigation will need to be by the book. All the way. Because, mark my words, they’ll think it’s mates looking after their mates, a cover-up, and all hell will let loose. Do you understand, DI Dupin?”

      Dupin nodded, stunned. Lyn had the common sense to stay quiet in the background.

      Amanda carried on where her DCI had left off. “So that means a thorough investigation, without you as part of it, I’m afraid. As of now, you’re under arrest until this is sorted out. By the book, remember. A man has died.”

      DI Dupin stared at his boss as the man read him his rights. By the book or not, it had suddenly become a good deal more serious all of a sudden. Amanda gave him a weak smile as he sat stony-faced, trying to comprehend all that was being said.

      Dead. The young man was dead. But how? Was he responsible? He was beginning to sound like Lyn with so many questions, he chided himself; he shook his head in an effort to dislodge them.

      “Do you understand, boss?” Amanda said.

      “Yes.”

      DCI Japp stood to leave. “I’ll leave you with Amanda, then, Laurence. I’m sure this is a formality, but until we know what we’re looking at for sure, as I said, everything by the book.” His moustache lifted at both ends over a slight smile that was probably meant to encourage. It didn’t.

      Laurence Dupin could think of better things to be doing than worrying about a manslaughter charge hanging over him.

      “I’ll see myself out,” said Japp, leaving Amanda to do the necessary.

      Dupin glanced at Japp’s retreating back and was reminded of the Grim Reaper. He only hoped his scythe wouldn’t swing his way.
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      Monday morning and Amanda was in the office before anyone else, a mug of steaming hot frothy coffee in one hand, a mouse in the other as she scrolled down a web page. It was the best time of the day to work without interruptions, and since Ruth had risen early for her run, Amanda had prized herself out of bed too. Once she was up, she was fine; it was the act of actually getting out from under warm covers that was the hard part. She’d been the same all her life, and at 42, she knew the struggle was something that would never leave her. The silence was broken by the sound of the coffee machine chugging in the nearby ‘cupboard’ kitchen, accompanied by a few choice aggravated words.

      Jack Rutherford had entered the building.

      She smiled to herself; it was impossible not to. They’d had the coffee machine for two years, and still it flummoxed him. Either he forgot the coffee capsule itself, making frothy milk with no caffeine, or he forgot to fill the water tank and no coffee erupted from the spout. By the sound of it, it was the former this morning—no coffee capsule.

      “It needs a capsule,” she shouted through.

      “All right. I know,” he yelled back, clearly annoyed with himself. Amanda sipped her own and then stood to peer around the door frame.

      “I can see you watching me,” Jack said testily.

      “Just browsing.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “You’re in early for a Monday morning. Couldn’t sleep?”

      “Au contraire.”

      Jack was taking French lessons and now had a habit of dropping odd phrases into his daily routine for practice. “Slept beautifully, thanks. If you want to watch the sunrise, you have to get up to see it.”

      Amanda cocked her head. “Are you taking deep spiritual lessons now as well as French?”

      “Nope. But if you must know, I’m making more of an effort to fill my spare time with things other than work. Hence the lessons. And I’ve taken lawn bowls up again. It’s called broadening one’s horizons. You should try it sometime.” He raised his eyebrows at her. When his mug was finally filled with coffee and milk, he asked, “What are you working on so early?”

      “I’ll be filling the team in soon when everyone’s here, but you may as well know now. DI Dupin got into a scuffle at the scene of an accident yesterday afternoon; smacked the guy in the face, apparently. All was well when they parted ways, but not long after, the man died at his parents’ home. Dupin’s in custody.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. Not the best position to be in. As yet, I don’t think the family are aware that Dupin was an off-duty police officer, but they will find out. Apparently, Callum Parker, the young man who was driving, hit an oncoming vehicle driven by an elderly gentleman. No one was badly hurt, but Parker tried to attack the old man, saying it was his fault. Dupin was out walking, saw the accident and intervened to stop the older man getting hit. He punched him. Parker fell, but got back up and was walking and talking. He was also a bit mouthy, apparently. He’d been drinking, but was just under the limit.”

      “How’s Dupin?”

      “How you’d expect. Worried, mainly, and embarrassed he’s in custody. And the shit pile that could fall down on him, as well as the station, when the press find out won’t help. All in all, a torrid time ahead.”

      “Poor old Dopey. I wouldn’t wish that lot on my worst enemy.”

      Amanda frowned at him. “Let’s stick with his proper name, eh? Keep it all friendly. I’m sure he could use our support right now. DI Dupin to us all from now on.”

      Jack mock saluted, adding, “Yes, boss.”

      The rest of the team slowly filed in over the next half hour, and a low chatter of conversation filled the room. Tales of the weekend, what was on the telly, the cricket results. Exciting times around the Croydon region for most. Still, it was better than what Dupin now found himself in, Amanda thought grimly. She called them all to order and broke the news. The gleeful, relaxed faces quickly turned serious. While no one particularly liked or respected Dupin, they were all concerned for their colleague.

      “The pathologist will know more when the autopsy is completed,” she said, closing her notebook. “Any questions?”

      “Who’s doing the autopsy?” It was DC Raj Atwell, soon to be a DS if he ever took his sergeant’s exam.

      “Faye Mitchell, I believe. And right now, she’s no idea who she is autopsying and why. This is just another sudden death to her. And that’s on purpose, so strictly hush- hush, right? All she knows is it’s her priority case first off this morning.

      “Also, DCI Japp will be in attendance.”

      The officers looked at each other in puzzlement.

      “I can see from your expressions I need to explain,” she said. “The doc doesn’t know, so she can’t be biased in any way. DCI Japp feels he needs to witness the process for that same reason, though it’s highly unusual, as you’ve already deduced. No doubt, the doc will wonder herself, but she won’t be told until after her findings.”

      Heads nodded sagely, and murmurs filled the air.

      “What can we do to help?” asked Raj.

      “Liaise with the traffic cops who attended, see what they can tell us. Until we know what we’re dealing with from the morgue, we don’t know if this death is connected to a simple traffic accident or not, but let’s be prepared.”

      Amanda wrapped up the briefing and doled tasks out to various officers; one by one, they split off back to their desks.

      Jack turned to Amanda and quietly asked, “What’s our next move?”

      “Well, that depends on whether Mrs Stewart made you a full English breakfast or not this morning. How strong is your stomach?”
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      Jack was wishing he hadn’t eaten the extra sausage; the faint herb flavour repeated in his mouth each time he stifled a belch. He also wished he was outside, alone, where he could get his wind up with one long, noisy gust. And he wouldn’t have to see Dr Faye Mitchell peel back the flesh of Callum Parker’s chest to get to his organs. The site of human intestines was making it a real possibility that his breakfast would be returning back up his oesophagus. How anyone could perform autopsies on a daily basis he couldn’t compute. But someone had to do it. Of course, people said the same about his own job—being spat at, punched and kicked, as well as witnessing the macabre and horrific things humans inflicted on each other; it wasn’t a job for butterflies. He focused on a fleck of something on a nearby tile, praying his breakfast would stay put.

      “Everything looks about normal so far,” Dr Mitchell was saying, “but I’ll know more when I look at the organs in turn.” She turned to Amanda. “Tell me what happened again?”

      Amanda cleared her throat; maybe she was struggling too, Jack thought.

      “Callum here was in a collision,” she said, “and he later threw a punch at the other driver. He missed, but a passerby stepped in, there was a scuffle and the passerby hit Callum full in the mouth. That’s it.”

      Dr Mitchell looked at her quizzically; it was obvious she knew there was more to the story but wasn’t being told.

      DCI Japp took it up now, maybe to give himself something different to focus on for a moment. “The fiancée is now making a huge fuss, saying the passerby is responsible for Callum’s death, and the family appear to be gathering behind her.”

      Again, the doctor waited, but there was nothing else forthcoming. “Let’s crack on with it, then,” she said briskly. “And I can tell you straight away there is no sign he was hit in the mouth, nothing here that would lead me to believe that. I’ve noted the few superficial abrasions down the nose and chin area, as well as the bruising lying diagonally over the right lower neck. That’s from the seatbelt, I expect.”

      Japp looked at Amanda and Jack, but nobody spoke.

      Faye caught the look but carried on; she began to take the organs out of the chest cavity. Placing each organ in turn on the scales to weigh it and examine it, she said, “His heart is slightly enlarged, and his liver is fatty. These are probably signs of significant alcohol intake. The man liked to party.” She directed the photographer to take closeups for her records; the snap of the shutter was the only sound apart from their own beating hearts.

      With the organs taken care of, she prepared to open the top of Callum’s skull. “Hopefully the brain will tell us more,” she said.

      That sent DCI Japp fleeing from the room with his hand over his mouth. Jack smiled and Amanda glared at him. Faye raised her eyebrows and then returned to the task at hand.

      One detective down, two more to go.

      Jack and Amanda watched as Faye removed the top of the man’s skull, made a few deft cuts, and took the brain out.

      “The brain is full of blood. Interesting.”

      “How so?” asked Jack.

      “I’ll be able to tell you more later, Jack. You know I hate to speculate before the facts are all in. But this is interesting. I may get a colleague to look a little closer, just to be sure. He’s a whiz at brain pathology.”

      She busied herself once more with the autopsy. A taste of herbs filled Jack’s mouth again, and he swallowed hard.

      “Since Mr Parker here may have suffered whiplash, I’m going to remove the neck and accompanying arteries so I can do a more detailed examination on those parts specifically. I’ve a feeling that this, along with the brain, holds a clue to what happened to the young man.” She looked up at the two remaining detectives now and smiled; their faces were almost drained of colour. “It never gets easier for you, does it?”

      “It was the brain that did for me,” admitted Amanda. Jack gently nodded his agreement.

      “Well, there’s little for you to see now, so you may as well get some air. I’ll take a closer look at the neck and see what we find, and ask for my colleague to assist with his brain. It might be tomorrow before I have anything for you, though.” Faye smiled again at the almost motionless duo stood before her and urged them out. “Now, unless you want to watch me dissect in detail, go!” she said, flicking the fingers of both hands outwards as though shooing chickens off the doorstep.

      They didn’t need asking twice. As they fled out of the morgue and through the corridor of offices back to reception, Jack let out a resounding belch.

      “Jack!” exclaimed Amanda. “Gross!”

      “Well, it’s better than the alternative,” he said.

      As they rounded an aquarium full of tiny brightly coloured fish and stepped into the reception area, a woman at a desk screwed her face up with disgust.

      “Sorry—I didn’t know anyone was about,” Jack offered.

      “Clearly,” said the woman primly.

      “I’d better call DCI Japp,” Amanda said as they passed back out into fresh air. She dug into her bag for her phone.

      “No need. He’s still right here,” Jack said, pointing to the far end of the car park. As they approached, they could see Japp’s colour had reappeared, though he looked tired out.

      Even though it was an unspoken rule that you never ribbed your boss over something that could affect your own self, Jack went in and took the opportunity anyway; he wasn’t looking for promotion at his age.

      “You missed a trick in there, sir, when she took the neck out. Lots of dangly bits.” Jack mimicked the loose arteries with his fingers.

      “Ignore DC Rutherford, sir,” Amanda said, glaring at Jack.

      “I am,” Japp said caustically. His face had gone pale again.

      She went on, “Dr Mitchell might have something for us tomorrow. She wants a closer look at the neck and brain. Interesting, don’t you think, that there was no evidence of Callum’s being hit in the mouth? Has Melissa Ross got this wrong, I wonder? There was a scuff on his chin and bruising on his neck from the seatbelt, but the chin is hardly ‘full on in the mouth,’ as she stated. It’s a swipe on the chin.”

      DCI Japp let out a long sigh. “Well, let’s hope Dr Mitchell can fill in some gaps tomorrow. I could do with a proper night’s sleep.”
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      “You don't do yourself any favours, do you, Jack?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jack and Amanda were walking back to his car, having left DCI Japp looking at the view and clearing his lungs. At least his colour had returned.

      “I mean teasing him, dangling your fingers pretending they're arteries—he was as green as the grass on my back lawn. Why do you do it?”

      “Just for a bit of fun, and because I can. It doesn't matter to me. Promotion prospects and I parted ways many years ago. I'm not out to impress anybody.”

      “Well, if you want to keep your police pension and not get sacked before you retire, you might want to rein it in a little.” Amanda was always the voice of reason, Mrs Sensible. Jack unlocked the car and they climbed in; the air was thick with the trapped heat from the sun. He started the engine and pumped the air-conditioning button; the fan roared like a plane engine.

      Raising his voice over the noise, he said, “It's not that long ago that we didn't even have air-conditioning in cars. Do you remember that, Amanda?” Sunlight glinting off the roofs and bonnets of the other parked cars.

      “I’m not as old as you are, Jack. We didn't start our cars by cranking them with a lever at the front, either.”

      “Now you're being cheeky,” he chided. “Seriously, though, I remember what twenty or twenty-five years ago you had to manually wind the window down, never mind having air-conditioning. And my hair would blow all over the place,” he said, smiling and turning her way.

      She raised her eyebrows at him questioningly. “Was that during your rocker period, before you were left follically challenged?”

      “Harsh.”

      Jack pulled out of the car park and headed back to Park Lane and the station. They fell quiet for a few moments before Amanda spoke again.

      “Interesting, don't you think, that the doc said he hadn’t been hit in the mouth, whereas the fiancée specifically said he had been hit on the mouth?”

      “Maybe, but he was hit on the chin—there was evidence of that—and the chin and the mouth are not that far away. So maybe she just got it wrong in the heat of the moment.”

      “Maybe. She seemed surprised that the brain was filled with blood, though. That's not normal in anyone's book; even I know that,” said Amanda.

      Jack grunted, trying to shut out the image of Faye taking the top off Callum Parker's head. “She won’t be pushed for an opinion, though; not until she’s certain. There is no informal review with Dr Faye Mitchell—more’s the pity.”

      “Keeps her from getting in trouble, I expect. Anyway, let's see what she comes back with tomorrow. And I hope it’s good news for Dupin.”

      Traffic was building and a dirty halo of exhaust fumes surrounded the car now. Jack was glad his windows were up and the air-conditioning was finally cooling the inside of the car. He turned the fan down so he didn’t have to raise his voice over it again.

      “You probably wouldn't remember—it was way before your time—but there was a case many years ago of something similar to what's happening to Dopey Dupin now. It wasn't a police officer it happened to, but it was similar circumstances.”

      “Oh?” said Amanda.

      “I’ll have to get the case file out, but the guy went down for life. I thought it harsh at the time, I remember that, but it wasn't my decision; that was the judge and jury. But I often thought about that case afterwards because it seemed a bit rough. From memory, the guy was a bit of a rogue anyway, but he didn't deserve such a long sentence, not for that. I must look it up when we get back.”

      “Why would you bother?” asked Amanda. “What good will that do?”

      “Call it curiosity, just out of interest. Bedtime reading.”

      “Well, if the guy did get life, I wouldn't go telling everybody else, especially Dupin. It’s not going to make him or the team feel any better. The poor guy looked worried sick when I delivered the news to him yesterday, as you would, too.”

      “I’ll keep it to myself. Like I said, idle curiosity and bedtime reading.” He turned into the car park of the station pulled into an empty space beside a gleaming BMW. If the other cars parked in the yard were anything to go by, his colleagues were earning a good deal more salary than he was, he thought ruefully. Maybe he should have worked harder on that promotion when he’d still got the energy.

      He followed Amanda in through the back entry and checked his watch at the same time. It wasn't far off 12 o'clock. His stomach gurgled but he wasn't entirely sure if that was the remains of the full English repeating and giving him grief or the sign of needing more. He’d wait another hour.

      The cooler air indoors was welcoming.

      As soon as they entered the squad room, it was obvious something was afoot. The room was almost silent except for a telephone call going on over by the window; an officer was deep in conversation, leaning back in his chair with his feet up on the ledge. He ran his fingers through his full head of hair as he spoke; Jack wondered idly if it was self-soothing. Everyone else had their heads down, like a classroom full of frightened children. Amanda was about to ask what was up when DCI Japp made his appearance behind her. She startled slightly at his firm voice.

      “DS Lacey, a word please.”

      She gave Jack an uneasy sideways glance; he simply shrugged. She had no choice but to follow Japp through to his office.

      “Shut the door,” he instructed, looking at a piece of A4 in his hand. “I'll get to the point,” he said. “It seems the Parkers now know that it was an off-duty policeman that hit their son, and as you can imagine, they feel we are covering something up—or about to do so. How the hell they know, how they found out so soon is a mystery, but since DI Dupin lives just down the road from the accident scene, I suspect a neighbour said something. Either way, however, they found out, and now we have to deal with it.” He sighed. “I don't need to remind you that this could now become quite a circus for the team—for the whole station, in fact.”

      “Right,” said Amanda, sounding deflated. The distraction coming from the media and from the family would now ramp up significantly. “Is there anything specifically you'd like me to do, sir?”

      “I'll be calling a press conference for later on this afternoon, simply because we can't ignore them. May as well face it head on. But the rest is business as usual. This case is no different from any other just because it involves one of our own. We will investigate it with as much resource and vigour as we would any other case.”

      He was beginning to sound like his own press release already, Amanda thought grimly. Maybe he was practising for later.
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      After the official news of Callum’s death had been delivered, Melissa’s parents had collected her and taken her back to their home, where she’d spent the night. All plans of her future with Callum Parker were now dashed, and she had sobbed as though her heart would break. She’d drained most of her father’s vodka and had finally fallen asleep on the sofa. Her father had carried her up to her old room and covered her over with her favourite quilt, which had baby rabbits on it.

      Bevan Ross looked down at his daughter now and smiled slightly. Even though she was going through hell, he was silently pleased the wedding wouldn’t now be going ahead. Neither he nor his wife Nicola had liked Callum Parker; he had been too inconsiderate in too many ways, and they both knew Melissa could do better. Lashing out at an old man after a car accident was typical of Callum, Bevan thought with disgust; the boy could never do wrong in his own book and had always been quick to point the finger of blame at others. They’d hoped he’d never do it to their Melissa. Now, thank god, he’d never get the chance.

      Bevan and Nicola had talked about him for hours when Callum and Melissa had first got engaged, about how they both hoped it would never go through, never last. Their concerns had been raised during the winter just gone when Melissa had fallen on the icy pavement and hurt her knee badly, and Callum had thought it the funniest thing, telling his friends he was engaged to Jayne Torvill in training. Melissa had told her parents and had then silently seethed; not wanting to look like a poor sport, she had never confronted Callum—about this or any of his other “jokes.” Instead, she’d put up with his selfish ways and grown accustomed to them—and, perhaps inevitably, some of that spite had rubbed off on her. Over the following months, Melissa had grown to be a precocious young woman who had wanted everything Callum Parker and his money could buy her. And that meant spending his money in style. If she was going to be his trophy wife, she’d do the best job she could, starting with doubling her cup size and getting her lips filled.

      As her father looked down at his sleeping daughter now, he hardly recognised her. He left the mug of tea he’d taken up to her on the bedside cabinet, next to a stuffed pink rabbit who had seen better days. Its glass eyes stared at Bevan like something from a horror movie. He returned to join Nicola in the kitchen feeling heavy inside. He wanted only the best for Melissa, and he was sorry she was hurting inside. He hoped she’d get over her fiancé quickly.

      “Still asleep. I left the mug with her,” he said at Nicola’s enquiring look.

      “She’ll be exhausted, I expect. Stress and shock will do that. And the vodka wouldn’t have helped.”

      Bevan slid onto a bar stool and Nicola filled his mug with coffee. She sat next to him, sipping her own, and they enjoyed the easy silence. They’d both talked long after Melissa had fallen asleep the previous evening, and there really wasn’t much left to say. Conscious that their daughter could appear at the door at any moment, they’d vowed not to mention his name further unless Melissa brought it up. Their thoughts were interrupted by the landline ringing.

      “I’ll get it,” Nicola said, reaching for the handset. She looked at the caller ID and groaned. Taking a breath, she answered, trying to balance her voice somewhere between sadness and resolute cheerfulness.

      “Morning.” There was no point adding the ‘good’ part, because it wasn’t a good morning for whichever Parker was on the line now.

      “Yes. Morning, Nicola.” It was Brian Parker. Unsurprisingly, he sounded tired; his words were slow and weak, not like his usual upbeat delivery. Nicola pressed her lips together tightly in sympathy for the man. Whatever she and Bevan had thought of Callum, they’d always found Jean and Brian to be decent people; Brian in particular was a gentle soul.

      “I thought…” He cleared his throat. “I mean, we thought we’d see how Melissa is this morning. Did she manage to get some sleep?”

      “Yes, thank you. She’s still sleeping now, actually. Do you want me to give her a message when she wakes?”

      “No, just wanted to check on her.” Brian Parker fell silent for a moment or two, and Nicola waited patiently, feeling there was more to come.

      Finally, he spoke again. “Actually, there is something else.”

      “Oh?”

      “We had a visitor last night. Someone from near where the accident took place. I guess he lived along the way somewhere. Anyway, he found us.”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, he knows the man who lashed out at Callum. That’s what he wanted to tell us.”

      Nicola wasn’t picking up what he was skirting around, what he was trying to say. “I’m sorry, Brian. What were they trying to tell you?” Bevan looked at her in concern and then moved closer to her, trying to listen in to the conversation.

      “The man who hit Callum. He was an off-duty police officer. A detective, in fact.”

      “Right.” Nicola still wasn’t sure what he was trying to spell out to her.

      “Well, that means a cover-up, wouldn’t you say? Mates together, looking after their own?”

      “Ah, I see what you’re saying now. And you’re worried.”

      He was like an old Morris Minor setting off from a set of traffic lights, slowly accelerating. By the time Nicola had caught up with his meaning, he was full throttle and powering on ahead.

      “Damn right we’re worried! They’ll make it look like Callum was over the limit, crashed his car and died of his injuries. Meanwhile, their man gets to keep his job and pension, and Callum gets to lie in a coffin. Mark my words, that’s how it will go! But I’ll not let them get away with it!”

      He was shouting down the phone now, and Nicola held the handset away from her ear. Bevan had no trouble hearing him now, and he and his wife looked at each other in concern.

      Would that really happen?
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      Brian Parker was shaking with rage as he replaced the handset back into its holder. It bleeped to let him know it was charging. Glancing impatiently at it, he wanted to tell it to go to hell, but what good would it do? The phone wasn’t responsible for his angst; if only it were that simple, he’d crush it under his foot. He let out a loud sigh and stood stooped over, his heart racing, trying to calm his breathing. If he wasn’t careful, he’d need another blood pressure tablet. Jean was hovering nearby and he sensed her wanting to say something.

      “Say it, then.”

      “I don’t need to, do I? You already know.”

      He stood up straight, forcing his shoulders back with a crunch. His bones and sinews sounded like twigs on a forest floor being trampled over by walkers. He needed to see the osteopath again; the stress from Callum’s death was adding to his discomfort. He yawned to get some oxygen into his lungs.

      “I’ll get you a glass of water. Go and sit down,” Jean said, putting a comforting hand on her husband’s forearm. He did as she instructed and plopped himself onto the hard chair by the kitchen table. It scraped loudly over the tiled floor as it moved a couple of inches under his weight. Jean rejoined him, holding a glass for each of them.

      “We should contact Bryson,” he said. “He should be able to suggest who can help with this mess. We’ll need more than a trust lawyer if the police start looking out for their own. They’ll not be damned about the loss of our son, mark my words.” He was staring at a fly that had landed on the corner of the table and was now rubbing its legs together, cleaning itself. The bristles on its body twitched as it sensed the world around it. Maybe it would pick up on the sombre mood in the kitchen. Having tasted whatever it had landed on, the fly lifted off with precision, propelling itself forward at breakneck speed for something with a body and inner engine so incredibly small. Brian watched it soar into the air and out the open back door, where it had presumably flown in from in the first place. He felt like flying away somewhere himself, somewhere he wouldn’t have to deal with the shit storm that could well be ahead. There was no way they were going to accept anything but the truth, he vowed: the name of Callum Parker was not going to be buried, tainted or disrespected by dirty police officers.

      “How do you think he knew?” Nicola said. “I mean, that chap who came around last night and told us? And who was he?”

      Brian rubbed his chin. How indeed had he known?

      “Did he leave his name or contact details?” he asked her. “Do you remember? I was in a fog last night, still am really, as I’m sure you are. It’s been a hell of a twenty-four hours for us both.”

      Jean’s chair scraped on the tiles as she stood and walked to the pin board on the fridge. If she’d written it down, it would be clipped in place; it was the only way to keep track of things. He watched his wife scan the bits and bobs held in place with tiny plastic clips, but she didn’t pull anything off.

      “There’s nothing hung here,” she said, “so that means no. It would be here if they had.”

      She moved to sit back at the table, and the repeat shrill sound of the chair on tile made Brian wanted to yell out. His nerves were frazzled at the ends, but there was no point upsetting Jean with his own wants and needs; she was acting like a zombie herself.

      “I do have the name of the detective that came around, though,” she told him. “Perhaps I can call her. Perhaps she’d know who was involved?”

      It was a long shot, and Brian couldn’t see it being of use, but he had no better idea. Why on earth would the police know who had come to their house and informed them the man who’d killed their son was a police officer? It didn’t make any sense. A more sensible approach would be to return to the scene of the crime and knock on doors in the vicinity to find the visitor from last night.

      To pacify Jean, he said, “I’ll ring her, but first I’m going to get some air. I need to clear my head a little. Will you be alright on your own for an hour?” He looked at her puffy pink eyes and wished he could ease her pain, as well as his own. They’d clung to each other in grief when they’d returned home from the hospital, and he knew she also hadn’t slept much. No doubt they’d both collapse and take a nap together later.

      “I’ll be fine. You go. You look as exhausted as I feel. It will do you good.”

      With a weak smile, he gathered his car keys off the work surface and headed out into the morning air. It was still cool, but the day had high hopes of being another warm one; the sun was already working on burning through the puce-coloured clouds. He’d be back home by the time it did.

      

      It didn’t take Brian Parker long to arrive at the crash site. He pulled over onto the grass verge and got out and stretched his legs. The lane was covered with a canopy of leafy overhanging branches, the sunlight sparkling through as the breeze caught them and created gaps wide enough to give an almost magical light show. On another day, he’d have appreciated Mother Nature’s spectacle, but not today.

      The road was cleared of debris, though there was spray marker paint still visible on the tarmac; broken glass had been swept onto the side of the road, and it glinted as the sun caught it. Whose car it had belonged to he didn’t know. Maybe it was from a previous collision on another day. It didn’t look much like a crime scene; simply a crash scene. Nobody had died here; there was no blue and white police tape cordoning it off. Not now, at least. He stood by the grassy ditch and listened to the wind rattling in the leaves above. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes. Not a religious man, Brian found himself saying a prayer anyway, even though he knew it wouldn’t bring his son back. It did, however, bring fresh tears to his eyes, and he let them slip down his face unchallenged.

      Then, just like the fly earlier, the bristles on his own body sensed that the world around him had changed.

      Somebody was standing next to him.
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      After Amanda had been taken off by DCI Japp, Jack took the opportunity to dig out the case file on the one he had been reminded of; he didn’t have anything else pressing. He was entitled to a lunch hour, wasn’t he? And who knew how long Amanda would be. He entered the details he knew of into the crime reporting information system, CRIS for short, and waited for it to do its thing. Since the case in question was around fifteen years ago, he didn’t need to go digging into dusty archives in the bowels of London. He was thankful; he hated mice. Several cases filled the screen and he scrolled down to find the one he was after. He made himself comfortable as he browsed through the scanned documents, clicking the print icon for the interesting or useful pages. He kept one eye on the door for Amanda, or worse, Japp, reappearing.

      He was about finished when he spotted Amanda entering the squad room, her cheeks flushed. He doubted she’d been having a good ol’ time in the broom cupboard, so that meant one thing. She caught his eye and waved backwards with a flick of her head for Jack to follow her. He hastily grabbed a manila folder off a nearby desk, scattering its contents onto the floor as he dashed to the printer and stuffed his freshly printed bedtime reading into it, all in a roundabout way of walking over to his boss. He didn’t want others knowing what he was interested in—not yet, anyway.

      Amanda raised a tweezered eyebrow in question at the mess he’d created in his wake, clearly wondering what he was doing with the folder. Jack ignored it. He caught her up as she left the room. In the corridor, she took a couple of loud, deep breaths and headed towards the canteen, Jack in tow like an obedient Labrador. Eventually she’d fill him in, he knew, so he didn’t bother asking what was afoot. The double doors were still swinging from someone else entering or leaving, and he caught them with his foot for Amanda. She still hadn’t said anything, though her obvious temper was dissipating. He held a plastic chair out for her and she flopped down like a sack of spuds. Designer suits didn’t maketh this woman. Amanda preferred functional clothing, including the Dr. Martens she wore each day, come rain or shine. You could, however, see your reflection in their gleaming, polished finish.

      “Tea or coffee? And are you having lunch in here?” he asked. There was a welcoming smell of pie and chips wafting from the kitchen, and Jack hoped she’d be joining him.

      “Tea, thanks, and whatever you’re having.”

      Jack grinned and headed over to place their order, carrying back two steaming mugs of tea. Fighting irons were in a metal holder in the centre of the table, and he took out two sets of knives and forks, placing one in front of each of them.

      “Thanks. Are you playing Dad?”

      “Mrs Stewart is training me well,” he said, and smiled.

      “I can see that. She was a good buy, then, was she?”

      Amanda and her partner Ruth had organised for a housekeeper when Jack had found himself in hospital with appendicitis and they’d realised he needed a little assistance in the homemaking department. He’d never remarried after his Janine had died, and he’d desperately needed the guidance of a woman’s touch. Mrs Stewart was that woman now, though only on an employed basis. They did, however, go to lawn bowls together. But as Mrs Stewart was a good fifteen years older than Jack, Amanda didn’t think they’d become lovebirds anytime soon. She had made Jack happier at home, though, as well as more presentable and better fed.

      “I don’t know how I’ve managed all these years, looking back. I hope she’s not thinking of croaking it and leaving me for a while yet. Call me selfish, but it’s a pleasure to spend time at home again. The fridge is always full of goodies, like in the movies.”

      Amanda had relaxed a little, and Jack figured he could broach the subject of what had been rattling her after Japp’s summons.

      “What’s Jim-lad have to say, then? There was more steam coming from your ears than that kitchen behind me.” He figured he might as well give her a nudge.

      “The Parkers know about Dupin,” she said. “Don’t ask me who told them, but it’s out there. Japp has a press conference organised.”

      Jack had figured as much; it would have been only a matter of time anyway. Now it was out, though earlier than expected.

      “A neighbour, by chance?”

      “I’d say so. Or a leak. I’d prefer the former.”

      “I’ll find out who lives near the accident scene. It was bound to be a witness or a nosey neighbour.” He made a mental note to look up the inhabitants of that stretch of road after his pie and chips. He opened the manila folder by his elbow now and flicked through the top sheets, scanning the text and reacquainting himself with the case. It had taken place some years ago. Amanda sat silently, watching.

      “What’s the case about, then? I’m assuming it’s the one you mentioned earlier.”

      “It is. It goes back to my earlier days, long before you arrived on the scene. A rather different time to be a cop back then, the way we did things. Couldn’t get away with it now,” he said almost longingly. “Though sometimes I wish I could give the odd one a good slap or shake their bones until their teeth rattle.”

      When a pervert or murderer was sat opposite you with their brief advising ‘no comment,’ shaking their bones was only the beginning of what you’d like to do to them. Especially if children had been hurt or lost. Holding the file up in the air, Jack announced, “This is the file of a man still inside eighteen years on. And he was in the exact same circumstances as Dopey Dupin is in now.”

      Their pie and chips arrived. Jack reached for the brown sauce and squirted a dollop onto the side of his plate. He picked a chip up and dunked it. “Allow me to tell you the story,” he said, biting into it.
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      A little over 15 years ago

      

      DC Jack Rutherford watched as DS Eddie Edwards threw Michael Hardesty up against the wall – for a second time. Spittle collected at the corners of Edwards’ mouth as he shot accusations at the man cowering in front of him, his face clenched up tightly, eyes firmly closed. He looked to Jack like a kid who was waiting for a slap from the back of a parent’s hand. Eddie had always had a short fuse, but of late had found it even harder to control his temper. He knew he needed to work at it to keep it in check, and so did his team.

      Jack was going to give the man five seconds more before he stepped in himself. He counted backwards in his head from five down to one before he lurched forward to stop his sergeant from doing something he’d later regret. And to save the suspect from a bloody nose.

      “You’ve made your point. Let the man sit back down,” he ordered. Even though Eddie was his superior, he sat.

      The two of them had worked together long enough for Eddie to know that Jack was usually right in situations like this. For the life of him, Jack couldn’t figure out how or why Eddie had been promoted. Although he wasn’t complaining about still being a DC himself, he chafed at how Eddie took advantage of his new title and regularly offloaded on his team instead of showing leadership and drive to get things done. Fortunately for Eddie, his direct boss was no different than he was: DI Will Morton preferred the racing pages and a lunchbox of ham and mustard pickle on white to putting his mind to police work. He therefore never saw the need to keep Eddie Edwards in check; why bother? Retirement loomed in the near distance for the DI, after which his successor would take over. Whoever that would be. So, for the time being anyway, Eddie was safe from being picked up and reprimanded for his behaviour; it was too much like hard work for Morton to contemplate.

      Eddie sat back in his chair now, glaring at the suspect in front of him. Jack glared at Eddie in return and then interjected to give Eddie some time to calm down; he was getting nowhere with the man.

      “Mr Hardesty,” he started, calmly. Comfy cop to Eddie’s ‘in your face’ cop. “Everyone knows you hit that driver. There are witnesses, and I understand you’re not disputing it, either. But that poor man is now lying in the morgue because of that thump, and that puts you in a good deal of trouble.”

      Michael Hardesty kept his head hung low, listening but exhausted. He’d been either in the cells or the interview room being grilled for almost 24 hours, and tiredness was catching up with him. He knew he’d be charged soon enough, and remand was not somewhere he’d want to spend the next six months. But the manslaughter charge was looking more like a murder charge, as Eddie Edwards was arguing he’d planned it.

      “There is plenty of evidence pointing towards you. We've done our homework, you know,” Eddie went on. “You and the victim go back a long way, and we’ve had you both in here for various spats in the recent months. Now he’s dead and you expect us to believe that it was an accident, that it was manslaughter? Well, I'm telling you, Hardesty, you're going down for murder, and if I have my way, you'll get the maximum.”

      Jack watched, without saying another word; it wasn't his place. Eddie was in charge of the interview. It was his gig; he held the authority of the two of them. But that didn't mean it felt right in Jack's stomach. While it was true that Michael and the man he was now accused of killing had a long and sometimes violent history together, it was unfortunate that Michael Hardesty had now killed his arch-enemy. He'd picked a bad family to deal with.

      The McAllister family had a rough and torrid reputation, and had ruled parts of London for as long as Jack could remember. The Hardestys weren't quite in the same league, but the two families allowed each other to exist as long as they didn't get too cheeky and overstep territory. It also helped that they were in slightly different lines of criminal business: the McAllisters focused on illegal gambling and money-laundering, while the Hardesty family complemented their services with pills for the clubbing scene. But the previous evening, the two men had come to blows, quite literally, when their cars had collided at a junction in the centre of Croydon.

      Even though it had been nearly midnight when the crash happened, there had been plenty of eyewitnesses who could corroborate the story that Chesney McAllister had struck first, but it had been Michael Hardesty who had thrown the punch that had stopped everything. Thinking he had merely knocked the man out, Hardesty had then left the scene, leaving McAllister lying on the pavement unconscious—or so he thought. When McAllister hadn’t come back round, someone had called an ambulance and he’d been taken to hospital, where he’d been pronounced dead on arrival. An hour later, the police had knocked at Hardesty's house. And that was how he’d found himself in the interview room at Croydon police station with DS Eddie Edwards and DC Jack Rutherford.

      “I'm sure you realise the trouble you’re already in, Hardesty, and this isn't going away,” Eddie continued. “There will be an autopsy in the morning, and no doubt that will confirm what we already know. You threw the killer punch, and he was probably dead before he hit the pavement. But let me ask you this: why didn't you check for a pulse before you just walked off? Like any other decent human being would have done?”

      “I thought I’d simply knocked him out, that's all. I hadn't planned on killing him, as you suggest. Why would I?” It was the longest sentence Hardesty had uttered during the repeated hours of questioning.

      “Because your two families have been warring for the last ten years, to my knowledge. That's why.”

      “We coexisted. We each knew where the line in the sand was. We had our spats, but we worked things out. And do you not think that I would be safer if Chesney McAllister was alive rather than dead?” Hardesty’s eyes were bloodshot with exhaustion, but his words made sense. To Jack, anyway. Why would he risk the shit-fest that would fall on him and his family? It didn’t make sense. The McAllister brothers were hardcore—Mac and Cheese, they were affectionately called.

      Jack grunted that he had a point. “Well, you’re in one sticky position now, then. I wouldn't want to be in your shoes. The McAllister family have long tentacles, and those tentacles reach into all sorts of sweaty crevices, whether you’re home sleeping with Barb in bed or safely bunking with your new best friend in a remand centre.” Jack put air quotes around the word ‘safely,’ knowing full well that a remand centre was far from safe. He looked at his watch—they didn’t have much time left. Jack wondered what would happen in the time they had. Could they charge him, or would they have to release him? How much evidence did they have that wasn’t circumstantial? A couple of witnesses to a fight was not enough to show premeditated murder. Regardless, he wondered if maybe Hardesty was better off in the police cell downstairs for protection, because Mac McAllister would be out on the prowl looking for the killer of his brother. And when he found him …

      Eddie stood to stretch his legs for a moment. He’d also seen the time. It gave him an opportune segue.

      “So, Hardesty,” he said, “what would you like us to do with you? Send you home, where you can risk a grisly visit from Mac McAllister and maybe some of his other family members, or keep you here in the police cells where we can talk some more? And before you answer, I suggest you think about Barbara and Cassy and how they fit into this one.”

      Hardesty rested his grimy forehead on the Formica table. Jack could see that his hair was stuck to the back of his neck with sweat; there was a damp patch on his shirt between his shoulder blades. It wasn't particularly warm in the room, but Hardesty had clearly been feeling the heat nonetheless.

      “I’m going to give you some time to think about what you'd like to do,” Jack told him, “so it’s back to your cell for you for the time being. Then, in half an hour, you can let us know what you decide.” He looked across at Eddie, who nodded slightly in agreement. It wasn’t up to Jack to decide, of course, but Eddie was used to his ways. Jack had more authority in his pinkie finger than Eddie had in his whole body; he just wasn't allowed to officially use it.

      Jack stood and waited for Hardesty to summon some energy and get himself right. His face was flushed and clammy, his five-o'clock shadow looking more like two-day-old stubble. Eddie opened the door and the three men filed back out. As Eddie escorted Hardesty back towards the holding cells, Jack ordered the man a sandwich from the custody sergeant.

      Important decisions were best made on a full stomach.
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      His feet hung over the end of the narrow mattress in the cell. Hardesty was well over six-foot against Jack's 5 foot 10 and expanding girth, and he kept himself trim working out in the gym most days; his philosophy was "a healthy mind in a healthy body.” The youngsters who had taken his party pills over the years and had ended up in hospital, or worse, died, would probably disagree.

      The harsh blue plastic crunched as he turned over on to his side and then, unable to find comfort on the skinny bed, turned onto his back, arms by his side, and stared straight up at the ceiling. An orange glow emanated through the tiny window at the top of the concrete wall, from the street lamp outside. He had no idea what time it was—sometime between midnight and dawn, probably. He had to give them a decision when they came knocking. There was no way he was going to put Barbara and Cassy in harm's way. They’d been there before, and it had terrified not only them but Michael himself. When it was over, he’d sworn that it would never happen again: he would keep his business interests totally separate and if anyone had beef with him, they could come for him—and only him.

      But pleading guilty to murder wasn't right, either, because he hadn't done what they said he’d done; not exactly, anyway. Ches McAllister had gone down like a sack of rocks, and he hadn't hung around to check his pulse. Perhaps he should have done, but would McAllister have done the same for Michael had he knocked him out? He doubted it. And so, he’d left him lying on the pavement and walked, figuring he’d get up on his own soon enough. Alas, he hadn’t.

      He was exhausted. He needed a shower desperately. The police cells were no place for a good night's rest, his mind on overdrive. If he admitted it, pleaded guilty, then Barbara and Cassy would be safe—it was the only saving grace. He was a big, strong man and a businessman with a reputation, so he knew he could handle himself in prison. He’d had a taste of prison life some years before, when he was just getting his business going, and while he couldn't recommend it to anyone, he knew it was doable. He just had to make sure he stayed on the right side of the lads who were running the wings—and that didn't mean the screws.

      But the prospect of 15 years to life daunted him, and he knew the cops were not going to give up easily. They’d been after him for years, though never for murder, and nothing had ever stuck. Murder wasn’t his modus operandi, however: a strong word with a hard fist or a crowbar was usually enough for people to see sense if it needed dishing out.

      The orange glow was getting dimmer; finally, it disappeared altogether as the timer on the street lamp outside clicked off. A dull grey seeped in now, into the walls and into his bones, like a damp fog. This was going to be his life from now on. He rubbed his arm. Cassy’s name was intricately tattooed on the inside of his forearm, where it was more visible to him than anyone else. He loved his girl.

      The jangle of keys on a ring out in the corridor broke into his thoughts, but he didn’t stir. There was no rush. The lock was opened and the door pushed a draft of fresher air towards him as an officer approached with his breakfast tray. It was a long way from room service.

      “Breakfast,” the officer said, and left, locking the door behind him with a firm clunk. It could have been Prince Phillip that had delivered his food; Michael hadn’t turned to look. He shifted now and looked at the tray of food on the floor—it was all the same colour. White bread, pasty cereal and white milk, all delivered on white paper plates, plus a Styrofoam cup of pale tea. He could have pissed stronger. But he knew he’d better get used to it, because prison food wasn't going to be any better.

      He swung his long, lean legs off the mattress and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. He rotated his neck to alleviate the cricks that had gathered during his sleepless night, then rolled his shoulders to loosen them. Finally, he got down on his hands and knees on the grimy concrete floor and cranked out twenty perfect press-ups.

      Afterwards he made his way to the stainless-steel sink in the corner, which supplied cold water in short bursts if he kept his hand on the tap. There, he refreshed his face to rid his gritty eyes of what the Sandman had delivered as he’d dozed. There were no paper towels, so he dried his face as best he could on the tail end of his shirt. He could feel the sharp stubble thickening on his face.

      He glanced at the tray of pasty food and picked up the tea, which was still faintly warm. He drank it down in one go to avoid it hitting his taste buds, then started on the bread. It had a dry feel to it; clearly it was meant to be toast. He forced himself to chew; he knew he’d need to keep his strength up, although he didn't feel much like eating. He prized the soft cereal down after the bread, then rinsed his mouth as best he could in the sink using his finger as a make-do toothbrush.

      His teeth felt furry; his mouth tasted sour.

      He turned at the sound of voices outside his cell. There was the now-familiar sound of keys, then the push of a welcome breeze as the door opened back into his space. His solicitor had arrived. Tall with long greying hair, he looked like an extra from Lord of the Rings; he just needed a cape and a horse. His name was Howard King; he looked ready for action in his well-cut navy suit, but his eyes were full of concern. His glasses magnified the effect.

      “I wanted to meet you here rather than in an interview room. Hope you don't mind,” King said by way of greeting.

      Michael shrugged; it made no difference to him where they talked. Howard King sat on the edge of the bed. In the absence of a table and chairs it was the only place to sit. Michael joined him, keeping a little distance between them; he was conscious of his personal hygiene status. Michael would normally have made a joke about having a chat on a bed, but now was neither the time nor the place.

      “They'll be charging you today, I'm afraid. Not the news we’d hoped for, but the Crown Prosecution Service feels they have enough evidence for a case against you. Then it’s off to the Magistrates court where, because it’s murder, they will no doubt commit you, the accused, in custody, to the Crown Court. It’s the Judge at Crown Court that has the say on your future. I, of course, will be working on getting you bail, but murder is a serious charge, an indictable only offence and I must warn you not to get your hopes up.”

      Michael dipped his head in resignation. Despite having prepared himself for the worst during the night, this wasn't the news he wanted to hear.
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      Jack met Eddie coming back from the cells; he was grinning like a kid on Christmas morning. Jack had seen Hardesty’s solicitor leave and knew that Hardesty had been charged. He should have felt pleased, himself—they’d been after the man for long enough—but it felt a bit like catching Al Capone on tax evasion: it wasn't quite right. While Capone had served a lesser sentence than he deserved, given the 33 deaths he’d ultimately been responsible for, Hardesty would be the reverse. Some would say his murder charge was exactly what he deserved. He had been responsible for the pain and suffering of others besides Ches McAllister, and now he was going to pay for it.

      “What a result,” Eddie exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air. Jack raised a weak smile. He knew that for Eddie, this meant a nice neat tick against the charge and a hearty slap on the back from higher up. For Jack, though, like the rest of Eddie's minions, it meant simply a pint of bitter at the pub later.

      “And he’ll be straight off to the remand centre,” Eddie carried on, “the magistrate won’t be letting him go home tonight, not for murder. A little less scum on the street, and another job well done.”

      Jack and Eddie walked back out to the fresher air of the car park, where Eddie lit a cigarette. Jack watched on, glad to be out and above the surface again. The bowels of the station felt like being in a submarine at times, and the lack of fresh circulating air made him feel unclean. Prison would be a terrible place to spend the rest of your life, he thought.

      Eddie drew on the white, papery stick as though it was his last breath, and Jack watched as the smoke trickled through his nostrils. Eddie licked his lips. They looked cracked and sore and needed some Vaseline. Jack had some in his desk drawer that Janine had given him, but he wasn't going to volunteer it; he didn't want Eddie’s germs transferred on to his own lips. He shuddered; Eddie did his bit on the sleeping-around front; for whatever reason, the ladies seemed to like him.

      The sun came out from behind a concrete-coloured cloud, and for a few moments it was almost too bright without sunglasses on. Instinctively, both men turned their backs on the glare, making use of the shade their bodies created. Neither of them spoke, each enjoying the feeling of cleansing air wafting around their faces. It had been a long 24 hours. Two motorbikes sped past on the main road out front, weaving dangerously in and out of traffic, their engines spluttering loudly as gears changed. They sounded like phlegm clearing in a mechanical throat.

      “So that's that, then,” said Jack. “Magistrates next up, then off to the big house to wait it out. The McAllister family will be chuffed, but I do feel sorry for Hardesty’s wife, Barbara, and their daughter Cassy. This could hit Cassy especially hard; she’s a vulnerable 16-year-old now, and she’s quite close to her dad. I think he had designs on her taking over one day.”

      “A bit of a looker, too. She’ll be in hot demand in another couple of years,” Eddie said, and leered.

      Jack made a disgusted face and ignored him; the man had no class at all. “Aren’t you a little surprised at the CPS charging him?” he said. “I didn’t think there was much usable physical evidence of him planning the murder. Lots of circumstantial, but not much else. I must admit I’m wondering why; aren’t you?”

      “Not particularly, and quite honestly, as long as the man’s going down, I couldn’t really much care.”

      “Do you think he’ll plead guilty or not?”

      “If he’s any sense, he’ll plead guilty. It’s stacked against him.” Eddie sucked the last of the nicotine out of the stub of cigarette between his fingers, and then flicked it away. It landed alongside a strewn pile of other butts, and Jack watched it as it slowly smouldered, a tiny stream of smoke rising and dissipating. A butt graveyard.

      “Did you know it takes near on five years for a cigarette stub to finally degrade? So, you tossing your butt is no different than you tossing your gum paper out the window.” Jack turned to meet Eddie’s eyes as he said the last words, waiting for a reaction.

      “Pick it up, then,” Eddie said, and turned to head back inside.

      Jack sighed and left the butt where it was. He had a modicum of respect for his direct boss, but that didn’t include picking up his rubbish. As they headed back indoors, his thoughts turned to Hardesty again. He would wait for his brief appearance before a magistrate, then would be off and out of the way—and Jack would move on to more pressing cases. Idly, he wondered who the magistrate would be and who Eddie had been dealing with at the CPS. But it didn’t really matter; decisions had been made, and the legal ball was rolling. If Hardesty pleaded guilty, it would pass for sentencing and his life would carry on behind bars. If he disputed the charges and pled not guilty, he’d get his time to explain and defend himself in the Crown Court in front of a judge and twelve of his peers.

      “Rather him than me,” Jack said as the doors shut behind them. “On to the next case.”
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      Michael sat back on his mattress. His solicitor, Howard King, hadn’t seemed particularly hopeful he’d be going home mid-morning, and the prospect of life confined by grimy concrete walls was daunting. Yes, he’d done a stint some years ago, but he’d been younger then. He hadn’t had a family to worry about and indeed hadn’t had anyone other than himself to think about. But that was then and this was now. He rolled the scenarios, the two possible choices he had, around in his head. If he pleaded guilty, he’d never get bail, but would get a shorter sentence when the judge heard his case for saving valuable court time and costs. It would be all over and done with in the blink of an eye, but he’d be incarcerated for the next who knew how long. He’d be at least ten years older when he got out. But Barb and Cassy would be safe—until he was released at least, though after that they’d have to reassess. Maybe move away, move to another country even, somewhere warmer. Australia was a possibility, or New Zealand even.

      On the other hand, if he pleaded not guilty, bail was doubtful, but he would get a trial in front of a judge and jury. Surely, they’d see there wasn’t enough evidence to convict him of murder. That it had been an accident, nothing premeditated about it. He could be set free, then run off to start fresh with the two women in his life, maybe run a nice bar in the Mediterranean.

      He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. Either option was frightening—there wouldn’t be a man or woman on earth who would find his situation appealing. And so, the turmoil in his head tossed about like washing in a tumble drier, bits and pieces bashing against the metal drum and falling to the bottom of it to be picked back up and tossed around again. In another hour or so, the tumble drier in his head would have to stop, and wherever the thoughts settled, that would be the decision he’d have to choose.

      The now-familiar sound of a key turning in his locked door brought his attention back to the stinking room he’d spent the night in. The welcome whoosh of fresh air once again pushed into his space, and Howard King filled the doorway. His hair seemed to be even greyer than when he’d left earlier on, and his expression was even more hopeless, if anything. He did however, hold a clean shirt, a tie and a suit for Michael to change into for his appearance.

      Michael stood. “Any chance of a shower and a shave?” he asked.

      Howard entered the room fully, and the door closed behind him. “Afraid not. But look at it this way: you’re not in a dry cell. At least you’ve been able to wash your hands and face.”

      “I’ll count myself lucky, then. Do I get my shoelaces back?”

      Howard produced them from his own pocket and handed them over. “We leave shortly, so get yourself changed,” he said. He handed the shirt to Michael and laid the suit and tie on the mattress behind him.

      “Have you come to a decision?” Howard asked. “Only it would really help me if I knew what you were going to plead,” he said dryly. “I’m on your side, remember?”

      Michael took off the sour shirt he’d been wearing so far, dipped it under the tap and used it as a makeshift wash cloth, wiping it under his arms and around his neck. It wasn’t much, but it was all that was on offer. Fragrant hot showers were not part of the en-suite facilities in police custody cells. He tossed the sodden shirt to the floor and slipped the fresh one on; he felt better immediately. He was conscious he still hadn’t answered Howard’s question, but he focused on switching his trousers over and then threaded his shoes with the retrieved laces. The tumble drier in his head was still churning.

      When he’d slipped his jacket on, he stood tall and, facing his solicitor, took a deep breath before he spoke. “I’m not guilty. I didn’t do this. I’m not going to say I did.” He sniffed loudly, wrinkling his nose and upper lip like a boxer putting his fight face on before he entered the ring, his neck thrust forward, shoulders back. At his full stature, he could easily be a basketball player, and he towered over Howard King, who had to look up at him slightly when he spoke.

      “That’s all I need to know. Now, do you understand what will happen this morning?”

      “Yes.”

      “But as I say, a murder charge means bail is unlikely. Your reputation as a party pill dealer doesn’t work in your favour, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m a businessman.”

      “That might be so, but the court won’t like your business model. So, I’ll see you in your cell just before you’re called, then again at the proceedings, and finally after the ruling. How are you feeling?”

      Michael wanted to roll his eyes. What a dumb question. “Have a guess.”

      Howard looked slightly embarrassed and broke eye contact with his client as he banged on the cell door to be let back out. “I’ll see you shortly.”

      Michael watched as the long grey ponytail receded and an officer entered to escort him to the van for transportation. He was suddenly nervous, and his tongue felt like it had doubled in size in his mouth, causing his breathing to catch. He tried to gulp air into his lungs as panic took over and realisation of this next step took hold. Whatever happened in the courtroom today would determine how his life would pan out. It was literally in the hands of a stranger, a man or woman who had no prior knowledge of or dealings with him, had never met Michael socially or via business, and yet they were to decide what happened to him next. He hoped they were at least educated.

      The officer clipped handcuffs onto his wrists now, and Michael Hardesty was dutifully lead down a much cooler corridor towards the back door and waiting van. As he walked the couple of steps across the concrete, he tried to pause and look up at the sun, which had slid out from behind a cloud. It felt warm on his face and he closed his eyes briefly.

      “You’d best get used to not seeing much of the old currant bun,” the officer said snidely. “You’ll be lucky if you get an hour a day where you’re headed.”
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      The cell walls that now surrounded Michael were custard yellow, maybe in an attempt to make them feel cheery. Whether or not that was the case, they still smelt of other people’s urine. Michael wondered if the yellow was to cover up the stains or to match them, in some weird form of Feng Shui. Eau de piss. The banality of the custard colour took his mind off what was coming. A soggy egg sandwich and a plastic cup of water had been lunch, and he’d forced it down, not knowing when his next meal would come. Or where. While he liked to think he’d be home with Barb, Cassy and fish and chips, he wasn’t expecting to be.

      He sat back on yet another hard, blue-plastic-covered mattress and put his head in his hands. The loud clank of the metal door opening made him sit up abruptly as Howard King and an officer walked in.

      “It’s time,” King said, as handcuffs were again attached to Michael’s wrists. “Remember: stay quiet and calm, and let me do the talking. That’s what you’re paying me for.” He smiled encouragingly.

      Michael’s face was blank. He felt like he was in a trance; if only he could wake up from it. Putting one trembling foot in front of the other, he walked out of the cell and up the long corridor to the courtroom.

      King went on ahead, knowing Michael would be held back for a few minutes until his case was called. It gave him the time he needed to get into the designated courtroom and get ready. He knew Michael Hardesty’s chances of being granted bail were slim, and that the Magistrate was unlikely to make an exception just for him. He had to try, though, and he knew the prosecution would strenuously oppose it. Of course they would. Murder was a serious charge.

      As he trudged down the hallway, he remarked that the corridors and waiting areas of courts in every town across the land looked almost identical. While the décor differed—some modern, some old-fashioned—their occupants were of the type that could be found in any busy A&E on a Saturday night after closing time: the serial offenders, the petty-crimers and joyriders, all waiting their turn in front of an over-scheduled magistrate. The repeat offenders, those used to making court appearances, knew how the system worked and generally slumped indifferently in chairs or against the walls; those new to it sat nervously forward in their seats or paced up and down in frustration. The speeding ticketers, the weekend addicts and the other white-collar attendees tended to huddle away in quieter corners away from the riffraff to wait their turn; with their expensive briefcases and tailored suits, they stuck out like red Ferraris in a Lidl supermarket car park.

      Howard King nodded towards a tall blonde woman, a barrister called Maxine Kipple whom he’d come up against more than once. She nodded back, giving him a slight smile that could have meant either that she was being coy or mocking him. He preferred the first option. He could never be certain with Maxine; she was a rather unique individual in many ways. They’d had a one-nighter six months ago, though she hadn’t been back for more. He’d wondered why. Maybe he’d taken the wig thing a bit too far.

      The courtroom he was heading for was up ahead, and he could see two nervous-looking women, one older, one in her teens, standing by the door—Barbara and Cassy Hardesty. Barbara spotted him first and held out her hands to him; he took them in his.

      “How is he?” she asked urgently. “They won’t let me see him.”

      “He’s holding up, Mrs Hardesty.”

      Her eyes searched his, flickering from one to the other and back again in quick succession, her brow furrowed, tears threatening like storm clouds. Howard hated this part of his job; the grief of his clients coupled with the grief of their loved ones got to him sometimes. Whether he thought Michael was innocent or not was immaterial. His job was to defend him and get him the best outcome he could.

      “Let’s talk after, okay?” he said, touching her shoulder gently. She nodded, blinking back tears. He opened the door and walked inside, headed to his spot at the front table, files tucked carefully under his arm.

      Fifteen minutes later, it was all over. As expected, the bench had huddled together and, after a few short bursts of whispers, committed the accused in custody to the Crown Court. Michael Hardesty would have to wait it out in another cell.

      “But I’m innocent!” he’d shouted as he was led away in handcuffs, back to the cells in the bowels of the courthouse. From there, he’d be taken to his new temporary accommodation, more than likely HMP High Down. At least it was a fairly new building and a far cry from the notorious Wormwood Scrubs.

      Howard closed his files, gathered his things and headed back out. He’d pop down and see Michael before he left. He knew what he’d be faced with: Michael’s disappointment, changing to anger then worry. Everyone reacted the same way: the fear of getting through what was ahead of them, the worry about how they’d cope, how they’d settle in. In the court’s eyes, you were technically still innocent until proven guilty, and yet Michael and others like him would now have their liberty infringed. Howard had his work cut out for him. He’d need to get the best criminal barrister Michael could afford.

      Buttoning his jacket, he went in search of Maxine Kipple.
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      “And he’s still inside?” Amanda asked.

      “Yep. He was found guilty and is still serving now. I’d have to check when he’s due for release, but it can’t be far off.”

      “And all because he whacked someone. How did it become murder and not manslaughter, then? What was the evidence against him?” Amanda was nursing her mug of tea, though there really couldn’t have been much left in the bottom.

      “I never had much to do with it after they charged him that day. It was all Eddie. He liaised with the CPS. You know what’s it like—charge them and move on; another crime solved. There were some threats made, and some witnesses came forward, though I wouldn’t have said they were the most reliable of people. Those willing to testify for either McAllister or Hardesty back then would have been desperate or stupid.”

      Amanda nodded. “And you think it was rigged?”

      “I had my suspicions. But Hardesty was a bad lad, and, like I say, we did things differently back then. Not a lot could have been done anyway. What does Jack know?”

      Amanda smiled at that; it was Jack’s turn to catch on. Jack shit.

      “Ha, ha. Funny. True, though. He was a convenient statistic—another crime solved, another criminal off the streets.” Jack thought for a moment or two before adding, “I might just pay him a visit. He’s still in High Down, I think. Only around the corner.”

      “Why?”

      “Call it curiosity, since we’ve been talking about him. Here’s another fact for you to brighten your afternoon. Gary Glitter was an inmate there for a while. And that cricketer, the drug smuggler guy—I forget his name now.”

      “No point asking me. Do I look sporty?” she said, passing her hand over her torso. Sporty Spice she was not.

      “Point taken. Anyway, you finished?”

      Amanda nodded, and Jack stood and stacked their plates together to take to the trolley parked by the wall.

      Amanda stood. “Better get some work done, I suppose, or Japp will be after my ass.” She placed their mugs on the trolley next to their plates. “What happened to your mate Eddie, then?”

      “Not a mate. He was a pain in the neck to work with, to be honest. Always skiving off to the pub or climbing into some poor woman’s bed. It amazed me how he got away with what he did. But he left suddenly. It would be about ten years ago now, I expect. There one day, gone the next. I didn’t keep in touch. He was not my favourite boss to work with.”

      “Is that my cue to ask who is? Or was?” she said playfully.

      “If you like, O favourite boss person,” he said, bowing at her with arms outstretched. It wasn’t like she needed to dig for compliments; Amanda had a skin as tough as bacon rind. That was the side she showed to the outside world, anyway; she was soft as warm brie on the inside, Jack knew.

      They walked together back to the squad room; the sunshine streamed in through the grimy glass doors and windows, highlighting the various rub marks and hand prints.

      “We need a new window cleaner,” said Jack ruefully. “We’re working in a damned petri dish with all that bacteria smeared around. There’ll be all sorts of crap breathing alongside us.”

      Amanda looked at him in surprise. Mrs Stewart’s cleaning habits were rubbing off on him.

      “What time is the press conference?” Jack asked.

      “Around four pm. ‘Jim-lad’ Japp will be front and centre, and no doubt I’ll get roped in alongside him.”

      “Lucky you. Don’t forget your lipstick.”

      Amanda turned and raised her eyebrows at him menacingly. Jack quickly stepped off ahead to avoid a swift slap. He teased Amanda mercilessly about her looks. She was a good-looking woman but rarely spent the time to accentuate her features. On the odd occasion she did, she looked knockout. It had come in handy when she’d ventured undercover in the past.

      Back at her desk, Amanda watched her friend and colleague sift through the file he’d shown her over lunch. Michael Hardesty’s file was clearly intriguing him: she watched his body language as he scanned the pages, thumb and finger twiddling the left side of his moustache. His reading glasses needed updating, she mused. He lifted his chin and looked off into the distance, past his colleagues and through the window on the opposite side of the office. She could see the smear marks and streaks he’d referred to earlier. She wondered what he was thinking, what was rolling around in that exquisitely educated, fact-filled head of his. Maybe he was reminiscing about the good old days when a cop could get right up close and in the face of a suspect.

      Jack’s hunches and keen nose for clues often got him in trouble. But he was also often right. Maybe she’d look at the case herself.

      And maybe she’d organise a window cleaner.
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      Brian Parker stood at the side of the road, staring at the spot where his son had met his killer, and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. It felt like leather on the much thinner and finer skin of his face as he brushed the tears away.

      He turned slightly at the sound of a male voice beside him.

      “I can’t imagine how tough this is for you and your wife,” the man said solemnly.

      Brian turned fully to look at him now; it was the same man who had been in their house only last night.

      “How did you find me here?” he asked, surprised.

      “I live nearby. I was out for a walk.”

      The man stared straight ahead as he spoke, not looking at Brian at all. Brian, however, kept watching the man, studying his features as he stood there quietly, like he was a statue in a stately home garden. His nose was huge and bulbous—a drinker’s nose, it was called, though the condition generally hadn’t much to do with drinking. Brian’s father had had the same condition, and he had never touched a drop except at Christmas, christenings or funerals. Tiny red blood vessels burst under the skin, giving it a bumpy, swollen appearance. It had been ugly on his father; it was equally ugly on the man standing beside him now. He was tempted to tell the intruder to get it looked at before he got much older, but he knew he would sound cruel. Besides, Brian doubted he’d give a damn anyway; he was dishevelled and stank of ancient cigarette smoke.

      “You came to my house last night. Why?”

      “Thought you should know.”

      “You think there’s a cover-up going on?”

      “Oh, undoubtedly. Best you’re aware so you can do something about it.” The man still hadn’t turned to face Brian yet; he seemed to be finding the hedgerow across the road of great interest.

      “May I ask why you think they’ll cover up my son’s death? I’m sure there are good coppers on the force these days.”

      “Some, yes, I grant you. Not like the old days.” He smirked at the hedge. “I would know, I guess.”

      “Oh?” enquired Brian. “Did you have dealings with a bad one back then?”

      “You could say that, yes. More than one, actually.”

      “What’s your interest in this, can I ask?”

      “History. I’ll leave it at that.”

      The man began to walk back towards the row of houses further along the lane. Brian stood watching as the man faded into the distance and then rounded the bend. It was quiet once again, and Brian sat down on the grassy bank for a while to lament his lost son. He had fallen into the ditch only a few feet away, then got back up and called for a lift home.

      And died.

      “What happened to you, son?” Brian asked the breeze. “You were fine when you arrived home.” He dipped his head and let the tears roll away down his cheeks again. When the natural flow eased, he wondered again about the man and his motive. He silently reprimanded himself for not asking the man’s name or getting a telephone number. But he knew he must live nearby; he was on foot, after all, and had said as much. Perhaps he should try and catch him up, get his card, find out who he was. He struggled to his feet and hurried back to his car. He could drive down the lane after the man; he’d soon catch him up.

      He climbed inside, pulled the door closed and started the engine, lowering the driver’s window to feel the warm air on his face. Winter would be along soon enough; best to enjoy the summer warmth while it lasted. His Jag cruised around the corner, the dappled effect of the sun through the trees dancing on the car bonnet and turning the silver paint almost a deep moss. There was nobody about. Brian carried on, slowly, watching front pathways for the man walking to his door, but there was nothing. Curious, he thought. The man couldn’t have got very far on foot in this short time, and there were no other houses on the stretch before the few in front of him now.

      He carried on; maybe the man had run on ahead, though he’d been wearing sandals and shorts, not exactly running attire. There was still no sign of him, so Brian pulled in to the side and prepared to do a three-point turn and head home. Jean would be disappointed he’d missed the opportunity to get the man’s details; he knew she’d be as curious as he was about why the man was involving himself. Jean was the one with conspiracy theories in her head, though; she had her theories about Princess Diana’s death, about the missing airplane with hundreds of people on board, and of course she had her answers to them all.

      “I doubt you’ll find the answer to this one,” he said gloomily as he headed for home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      DCI Japp looked like he had a broom handle wedged up his backside. In immaculate police uniform, buttons gleaming in the afternoon sunshine, he stood on the steps of the station and addressed the nation via the cameras and microphones that were set up before him. Past President Obama would have been proud of his poise and delivery. Jack watched on from the sidelines, keeping cool in the shade of the building as his boss tried not to melt in the heat. The thick fabric of uniform dress was not the most pleasant thing to wear during the summer months, and Jack was glad he didn’t have to suffer it.

      “Let me make myself crystal clear,” Japp boomed to the journalists gathered. “As with every case, we do our utmost to get to the truth. Simply because an off-duty officer has found himself involved does not mean anything will change. Every case gets thoroughly investigated.”

      “What do you say to those who are crying ‘cover-up,’ Detective?” It was Dan Smart from The Courier, a skinny, nervous-looking man whom Jack knew to have particularly sweaty hands. Even on a warm day like today, Smart kept his sleeves long; his mousy brown hair, which needed washing and styling, hung limply on his collar. He held a microphone with a smartphone attached to it in the air. “Readers have a right to know.”

      Jack grimaced at the cliché; why did journalists always haul out the public’s right to know? What good did it do? “Ask a proper question, would you?” he mumbled under his breath.

      Japp, also clearly annoyed by Smart’s statement, raised both hands slightly as if pacifying a large, unruly crowd. “Let me assure you, there is not and never will be a cover-up. The officer involved is cooperating fully, and we are in the process of investigating this terrible event. I am not able to tell you any more at this time, as the investigation is ongoing.”

      “The Parkers say they’ll sue. What do you say to that?” Dan tried his luck again. His whole body seemed to shake as he shouted his question from near the back of the crowd.

      “That is up to the Parkers. We’ll know a good deal more when the autopsy results are all back and we have the facts to work with. I really don’t have much else to say until then.”

      A barrage of questions flew towards Japp now; he stood stunned for a moment, looking like he’d been slapped. The gathered press were not ready to leave with the little they had. Silvery microphone heads waved erratically in the air like magpies. Jack tittered quietly to himself as he unwrapped a Werther’s Original and slipped it into his mouth, sucking on it loudly. The crowd in front jostled, and again Japp did his best to quiet the chatter with his hands.

      “Please, one at a time.” He pointed to a local female journalist who had a TV cameraman with her. Her bright red lips had caught his attention, though he wasn’t sure which channel she was from. He rarely saw anything other than the 10 o’clock news. The lens swung towards the woman as she asked her question.

      “Who leaked DI Dupin’s name to the family? Did it come from inside? Wasn’t he a popular man, Chief Inspector?” The camera swung back towards Japp now, almost hitting another young reporter in the side of his head. Jack winced as he watched and sucked on his caramel.

      “We are unsure at this time. Again, it’s part of the investigation. DI Dupin is a popular man.” Japp nodded to another reporter, avoiding eye contact with the red-lipped woman and moving swiftly on. “Last question. Yes?”

      “DI Dupin is in custody currently. Surely, you’ll be sending Internal Affairs in, won’t you?”

      Japp tugged uneasily on his collar. He needed to end this, to get back into the safety of the building behind him. Sweat was beading on his brow, not just from the sun but from the questions he’d rather not answer.

      “That’s all I can say for now. We will, of course, update you when we have more information…”

      The crowd shouted last-minute questions over his words as he turned to go back inside. Realising the DCI wasn’t going to answer any more, however, they began to stow their notebooks and microphones away with a chorus of unsatisfied rumblings. They looked like disappointed concert-goers, Jack thought. They’d driven all the way to see their band and they hadn’t played the hit song they’d wanted so desperately to hear. Jack swallowed down the last of his caramel and smiled to himself, folding in through the front doors a few steps behind Japp. Just enough to keep out of earshot and out of his sight.

      Watching the whole affair was another man, an ever-present cigarette burning between his cracked lips. He looked like an older version of the nervous young journalist; he was almost 50, not far in years from Jack. Had Jack lingered long enough after the journalistic vultures had packed up and left, he might have noticed him. He was skin and bones now; his face was older but largely unchanged, aside from the hideous bulbous nose. His hair was still mousy and now sported salty streaks courtesy of Mother Nature. He smiled to himself now; he’d fancied a spot of afternoon entertainment, and he hadn’t been disappointed. DCI Japp had looked hot and uncomfortable, particularly when questioned about Dupin being arrested.

      He sipped from his ever-present hip flask and then slipped quietly away.
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      The early evening sun was still warm as DS Amanda Lacey headed home, windows down, enjoying the rush of air on her face. Traffic was moving for a change, and the light breeze had worked wonders in clearing off the lingering exhaust fumes. Public transport was a godsend, and environmentally friendly, of course, but the black plumes of diesel exhaust from the buses made her gag.

      However, it was a necessary component of London life.

      Take away the Tubes and buses, and Greater London would grind to a standstill. It was home to nearly 9 million people, Croydon housing 400,000 of them all on its own. Unless scooters were made legal and then weatherproofed with neat little plastic covers like mobility scooters, what was the alternative for getting from A to B? Amanda coughed as a bus pulled out in front of her, as if to prove a point. She wound her window up and turned the air con on, something she detested doing. The temperature was either freezing or stifling hot, without a great deal of satisfaction in between.

      “Thanks, Mr Bus,” she said sarcastically, wafting her hand in front of her face. The air cooled dramatically within a couple of minutes, and she went back to readjusting the fan speed and temperature to find the sweet spot. By the time she’d arrive home, it would be about right.

      Her car filled with Ruth’s allocated ringtone now, the familiar bing-bong opening bars of Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You.” She smiled as she always did; the song was perfect for Ruth. She had one for Jack too, ELO’s “Mr Blue Sky”—his thinking song, he called it. She also had ones for Dupin and Japp, though she knew she’d be in trouble if either one was in her space when the other rang. Disney’s “Dopey” was the obvious choice for Dupin, while “Drunken Sailor” was what she used for Japp.

      “Hey,” Ruth’s voice cooed over the speakers. “Are you on your way back or still fighting criminals with your bare hands?”

      “They’re all tied up with rope and sitting in a cell back at the station. The streets are clear for the next few hours. What do you need?”

      “Pi-zza!” Ruth said in a loud singsong voice.

      Ruth was definitely the more youthful of the two, although not by much. A talented businesswoman running her own tech company, she enjoyed her down time just as much as her working day. Pizza or crispy pork balls from Wong’s were her favourite foods, either to celebrate a successful day or provide comfort when major sustenance or a cheer-up were required. She never worried about what she ate, knowing she’d run it off again the following morning.

      Since Ruth had squealed the word “pizza” like a ten-year-old just now, Amanda knew it had to be the successful day option.

      “Good day?”

      “You bet! I might even open a bottle of wine.”

      “Eh? On a school night?”

      “Why not? Big contracts should be celebrated, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Pepperoni to go with it, then?”

      “With extra cheese.”

      “Must have been a good deal.” Amanda smiled. Ruth had been worrying about getting this contract and hadn’t been her normal chirpy self while the details were pored over and agreed. Thankfully, it sounded like normal service had resumed. “Well, I’m glad it’s all worked out for you. Extra cheese it is. I’ll stop and get it. Where are you?”

      “Home. Just walked in and thought ‘I fancy pizza.’”

      “Great—then I shall provide. See you shortly. Ciao.” Amanda rang off and altered her course to the nearby pizza place. She looked forward to relaxing with Ruth tonight; she knew Ruth had been preoccupied lately, not only with the deal but with her father’s move to a new flat closer to London. After Madeline had gone, it had made sense for him to downsize a bit, but they both knew it was going to take some getting used to. Now, though, his commute would be halved, the maintenance on his home would be negligible, and his social life might just get a boost. He’d joined a tennis club, and he’d been out for a drink with a woman other than his Maddie. Amanda knew he’d felt a bit weird about it, of course, but a widower had to start somewhere. And drinks didn’t have to mean sex, something else Ruth had had a chat with him about. She’d mused about it with Amanda later—“It’s usually the dad telling the offspring about the birds and the bees, not the other way around!” To the best of their knowledge, Ruth’s dad was still a one-woman man, certainly within the last thirty-odd years. Before that, though, Gordon Simpson had been like any other regular hot-blooded single male, and Ruth had been the result, conceived up a Croydon nightclub toilet wall. Ruth quipped that it made her feel special—at least she hadn’t been washed down the loo.

      Amanda pulled up outside Peri Pizza. The aroma drifted her way as she stepped out of the car, a good deal more pleasant than the black bus fumes. Hot garlic butter hung in the air, and the side street smelled more like Florence than Croydon. A queue had formed out on to the pavement; it seemed others had the same idea on a nice evening. Amanda wondered if they were celebrating too. She joined the rear of the line and waited her turn, surfing through her phone to occupy her mind and idle away the time.

      She didn’t hear her name being called at first, but something or someone caught her attention and she finally looked up and refocused, her eyes adjusting after the silvery glare of the tiny screen. An older woman stood before her and was smiling straight at her. She had a pleasant face, though the wrinkles and laugh-lines around her eyes could have held a pencil in place. Her expertly streaked greying hair in a neat bob style told Amanda she was well into her 50s, and she looked vaguely familiar. Whoever the woman was, she knew Amanda. When she spoke, her voice was like whiskey-coated ice cubes—smooth and cool, but with an edge.

      “DS Lacey, isn’t it?” She held her hand out. Amanda took it politely and the two women shook briefly. The woman had a powerful grip, and she hung onto Amanda’s hand for a moment longer than she was accustomed to.

      “Yes. Hello.”

      “I’m a friend of Jack’s,” the woman said. “Vivian. I met you once when you worked on a case. You were investigating the death of my friend James Peterson, the book club fellow who died a couple of years ago.” She waited for Amanda to remember the case and when it registered in her eyes, she carried on. “How is Jack? I’ve not seen him for a long time.” The woman was still smiling; Amanda found it infectious and smiled along with her at the mention of their mutual friend.

      “Oh, he’s still the same Jack. Loves his bacon sandwiches and his ELO. Not much changes there. I’ll tell him we bumped into each other; he’ll be pleased, I’m sure.”

      “Yes, please do. Tell him it would be nice to see him again, too; he knows where to find me.” Vivian flashed expensive dentistry and moved off slightly. “Nice to see you again!” she called lightly as she carried on past, on her way home most likely. Amanda waved back cheerfully.

      So, Jack had a woman after him? She smiled as the queue moved forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruth and Amanda had been together for a couple of years but still retained a house each. They had thought long and hard about whether to combine their resources, sell both properties and buy somewhere new, somewhere between them, somewhere they could both enjoy from scratch and maybe even raise a family in the future. But it hadn’t materialised yet. While neither of them had any conscious intention of living in separate homes, they naturally referred to Ruth’s place as home and the house that they rented out as Amanda's place. Anybody listening to them would think they weren't married at all, that they were two separate girlfriends living in separate houses.

      So, when Ruth’s father's place had come on the market, Ruth had been keen to buy it. Amanda, not so much. It was just a bit too far out of town, for one thing, and if they were going to spend over £500,000 on a property, she wanted to choose from what was on offer in a more suitable area and not just move into something that had an emotional attachment. Since Ruth had only ever lived in the house as a torturous teenager for a handful of years, she wasn't sure quite where the ‘attachment’ bit came from, apart from maybe some latter memories of her stepmother, Madeline, when she’d been alive. They had just been getting used to one another, and Ruth had found herself actually quite liking the woman, when Madeline had been killed.

      

      The bottle of red was almost polished off and the pizza box was empty. Amanda and Ruth sat in garden chairs watching birds grab at the remaining pizza crust that Ruth had tossed across the tiled patio. As one starling managed to pick a piece up, another one muscled in. They squabbled for a bit until they eventually managed to break it into a couple of pieces, one for each. More starlings and couple of sparrows had gathered on the sidelines now, perched upon the wooden fence that separated the property from the neighbours’ garden next door, each waiting for its turn but not daring to dive in.

      Ruth drained the last of the red wine from her glass and slithered down in her chair with her face directed up at the setting sun, which was all but disappearing over the fence at the bottom of the garden. She loved the warmth of summer; who didn't? Amanda picked up the bottle and examined the contents; there were a couple of inches left in the bottom, so she topped Ruth's glass up. She’d had enough herself and didn't want a banging headache in the morning. Since Ruth was celebrating, it belonged to her. Picking up the pizza box and trying to fold it in half, she left Ruth soaking up the last of the day’s rays.

      “What time have we got to be at your dad’s tomorrow?” Amanda asked as she moved away towards the house.

      “Straight from work, so any time after six,” Ruth called. “Will you be able to make it?”

      “I'm hoping so. We’re not flat tack at the moment, though with Dupin out of the picture we’re a man down, but it shouldn't be a problem. I'm guessing I’ll meet you straight there?” she called from the kitchen, only just in earshot.

      “Yes, there's no point me coming all the way back here to go back into town again. We can come home together.”

      Amanda returned and grabbed the empty bottle and her glass and went back into the kitchen to load the dishwasher and turn the kettle on. If Ruth was going to avoid a headache in the morning, she needed to dilute the alcohol.

      “I can't believe he’s been there a month already,” Ruth said when Amanda returned to the garden. “He seems happy enough, so I guess it was the right move for him in the end.”

      Amanda sat back down at the table and looked across at her. “You know, just because we didn't buy your dad's old place doesn't mean that we can't still find a place between us. I also know that our setup is not quite the norm for most people, but it works for us, and it just kind of makes sense. We’ve got an income coming in with my old place rented out, and your place here is that bit bigger with a nicer garden. But we can still move. You just need to tell me—just say the word.”

      “No, it doesn't matter now, and as you say, what we've got here makes sense to us. That's all that’s important. I guess I was being a bit sentimental with Dad’s old place.” She sighed. “I was just getting to like Madeline when she … when she died.” She was quiet for a moment. “Anyhow, it’s in the past now. Somebody else lives in their old house, and we’re here.”

      Amanda leaned across and gave Ruth’s hand a squeeze.

      “I’ll go and bring the tea out; it won’t be long before it's dark.” She stood to go back to the kitchen, feeling strangely ill at ease. Inside, she leaned against the counter, thinking, as she waited for the kettle to boil. Maybe she was missing something; maybe Ruth really had started to get on with Madeline and her father after all the years they’d been separated. Maybe it had all hit her harder than Amanda had realised.

      She grabbed the biscuit tin and put the mugs on a tray and took it all out to the patio. The sun was almost down now; there was just a bit of twilight left. The starlings were chirping sleepily amongst themselves, looking for beds for the night in the surrounding trees and bushes. In the quietness of the little garden, she thought, they could have been in any tranquil part of England. Unless Ruth really did want to move to a bigger place, their unconventional ways would do for Amanda. The spot was ideal.
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      Amanda was glad she’d drunk water during the night; it was a shame Ruth hadn't. She took a mug of tea up to her and sat on the edge of the bed. Ruth rubbed her temples, wincing. Her discomfort was obvious. The wine on its own would have been okay, but the trouble was the vodkas Ruth had later admitted to shooting back at work with the team just before she’d left.

      Amanda looked across the room at her now and said, “Vodka, eh? That would explain it. I hadn’t realised you’d started drinking before you got home; more fool you.” She smiled. “They say don't mix the grape and the grain. Sounds like you’re going to suffer,” she said teasingly.

      Ruth looked at her and said, “ha, ha” with as much sarcasm as she could muster with a stonking headache.

      “I'll go and get you some paracetamol,” Amanda offered, and went back downstairs.

      It was going to be another beautiful day, and Amanda hoped the weather would last for Ruth’s father's get-together later on. One thing you could always rely on with the English weather was its unreliability. Nice now didn't mean it would stay nice later. And the weather apps weren’t much use in terms of accuracy, either, making predictions futile. She took two white pills and a glass of water back up to Ruth, who was sitting up in bed with her eyes closed. She passed them over and watched Ruth slip them into her mouth and drink; afterwards, she lay back and closed her eyes again.

      “You'll feel better when you get up and have got something in your stomach,” she said cheerily. Ruth grimaced at the thought of food, but knew Amanda was right. She wasn't much of a drinker—they only tended to share a bottle of wine over the weekend—but the celebration had called for it. And she’d imbibed. Heartily, it appeared.

      “Right, I'm headed for the shower. I’ve got things to do, and you're not normally sat here at this hour. I take it you're not going for a run this morning?”

      Ruth opened one eye and gave Amanda a ‘You reckon?’ look.

      Amanda laughed and headed into the shower. As the hot water ran over her, she smiled to herself about both their inabilities to get rip-roaring drunk. Slightly merry was Amanda's limit and while Ruth could drink a little more, she suffered for it the next day—as she was right now.

      She rough-dried her short blonde hair, rubbed some gel through it to separate the strands, applied a light covering of make-up and went through to put her work suit on. Amanda wore pretty much the same outfit every day, though with a different shirt; it was her own self-imposed uniform. She made too many decisions daily to need to worry about what to wear each morning; since it worked for Christian Grey, with his array of grey suits and white shirts, it would work for her. She pulled on her Docs and was almost ready. Downstairs, she filled a bowl with muesli and sat down to eat it. She was almost finished when Ruth entered, looking a tad more human than she had half an hour earlier.

      “Are you feeling better yet?” Amanda asked.

      “My headache is starting to dwindle; I'll be fine soon.”

      Amanda watched as Ruth filled a bowl with muesli and sat looking at it, willing herself to eat it. She was noticeably quieter this morning, but that was probably the headache. Amanda didn't push any conversation; they rarely ate breakfast together anyway. She stood and carried her bowl to the sink, rinsed it and placed it in the dishwasher. She pecked Ruth on the cheek and grabbed her bag. “I'll call you later, see how you're holding up.”

      “Ha ha,” Ruth said. She still hadn’t picked her spoon up and taken a mouthful.

      “I'll speak to you later. Have a good one,” she called. Amanda was off.

      While it was still early, she was leaving later than she normally did. Traffic was starting to build; buses resumed choking out black fumes. Croydon was waking up and going to work. Since it was a clear morning, a few local commuters walked, backpacks slung across their shoulders.

      The electric gate at the rear of the station slid back and she pulled into the staff car park. There were already a handful of cars parked up, some from the night shift. Jack's wasn't one of them. She entered the building through the rear entrance and went straight to the coffee cupboard for her morning fix. Tea was her preferred first drink of the day, but as soon as she got into work, it was coffee she craved. The machine chugged into action, sending little pockets of steam into the air as it heated the milk. She dropped her bag on her desk as she passed it and took her mug across to the window to watch the world go by while it was still quiet. Even on a sunny day, Croydon was a town like any other concrete mass. There was nothing particularly nice or particularly nasty; it was a nondescript regular concrete town, with regular people, regular crimes and regular everything else. You could have put the whole town up in the north of England and it wouldn't have looked out of place. Double lines of traffic ferried folks to destinations all over the country.

      She focused on a red car below and wondered about its occupants, where they were headed, what their life was like, where they'd been. What was in store for them today? Crime hit the innocent as well as the guilty, and when those innocent folks got caught up in something out of their control, it could be a treacherous time. There was nothing more disconcerting than finding yourself explaining where you were and why you had gone there just because somebody had been murdered or kidnapped or gone missing. If you didn’t have an explanation or an alibi, your whole life could be turned upside down. You almost needed to provide one each and every day just in case, and being at home with your loved one was not enough. It happened all the time. She picked out a white van further down the road and wondered the same. Was it legitimate? Was the driver up to no good? Where were they going? She'd never know.

      A noise behind her brought her back to the present. It was Raj.

      “Morning, Amanda,” he said brightly, as always. Raj never seemed to be in a bad mood, which was just one reason why everybody liked him.

      “Morning, Raj,” she said, turning to face him fully. He always looked smart, and today was no different. Slim and fit, he wore a dark navy suit with a pale blue shirt and his black hair had been gelled back neatly into place. He was a good-looking man, though not Amanda's type, obviously, and he was popular with everyone.

      “We might get some news on the autopsy today,” he said. “I know everybody's concerned about DI Dupin, and I suspect he'll be relieved at some good news.”

      “Good news?” Amanda enquired.

      “Well, yes. Dupin didn't kill that guy on purpose. It was a freak accident; something must have gone on and I hope the autopsy will show it. Then we can all get back to normal, and Dupin can come back to work.”

      “I certainly hope so; it can't be easy having that hanging over your head. I'll call Faye later this morning if she hasn't called me. I know she was waiting for some specialist to take a look at some aspects of the autopsy, so that's what's taking the time.”

      “Well, fingers crossed,” Raj said.

      And she watched as he walked towards the coffee cupboard for his own morning caffeine fix.

      His shoes were almost as shiny as her own.
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      By the time Amanda had finished her coffee, several other officers had filed in and a gentle hum of conversation filled the room. It was the usual stuff: what had been on the telly last night, what had happened down the pub or banter over the sports match. Did men talk about anything else? She could hear Jack coming through the door, reciting French lines from his learning app. Why he had picked French she wasn't entirely sure. She’d have to ask him.

      “Bonjour, Madame,” he said with gusto as he reached Amanda's desk. He just needed a beret on his head, she thought, smiling inwardly.

      “Ah, bonjour, Monsieur.”

      “As-tu bien dormi? J'ai bien dormi.”

      Amanda looked at him blankly.

      “That's as far as my French goes, Jack. School was a long time ago, and there's not much call for it around here. Now, Polish or Croatian would be a different matter.”

      “I asked if you slept well. I slept well.” He took out his earbuds.

      “Well, that’s good to know, and yes, I did, thanks.”

      He perched on the corner of her desk, one leg swinging. “Tres bien.” He smiled and looked like he was about to add to it, but Amanda cut him off.

      “I know what that means. Why are you learning French anyway? What's it for?”

      “Oh, I plan to go one day. I’ve never been. I'm quite partial to a croissant occasionally, or a spot of art gallery mooching. I'm not all about bacon sandwiches, you know.”

      Amanda smirked. “You could have fooled me.”

      “Well, I'm off to make a café au lait. Need a refill?” Amanda raised her eyebrows at him, knowing full well that café au lait would never materialise. It would be something coffee-coloured, but who knew what. Jack's coffee attempts were random at best.

      “I'm good, thanks,” she said. She watched him disappear into the coffee cupboard and waited for the cursing to start. Today must have been a good day, though, because all she could hear was the putt, putt, putt of the coffee machine and the next thing she knew, Jack was back hovering around her desk, coffee in hand. Mission accomplished.

      “So, I did a bit of bedtime reading last night. I took the file home, the one I showed you about Michael Hardesty.” He sipped, white foam sticking in his moustache. He must have felt it because he rubbed it away with the back of his hand.

      “What did you learn?”

      “I didn't learn much, actually, which is the point. Wasn't anything in there that I didn't already know about, but it was good to jog my memory. But something is nibbling away at my gut. Something isn’t quite right. Those witnesses, for one: they sounded a bit convenient.”

      “What do you mean, convenient? There were witnesses at the scene, I assume?”

      “Yes, but the McAllister family were well-connected and I can't help thinking that they are behind this somehow. Same with the prosecution solicitor. I don't know, but I'm going to have another look. And it would be better if I could do it with your say- so, boss lady.” He wiggled his eyebrows comically at her. They needed a trim.

      “That’s not really down to me. You know that, Jack. In Dupin's absence ‘Jim-lad’ is looking after these things temporarily, and I don't want to have to ask him for anything unless I really have to. So, it's up to you. I'll turn a blind eye, but we haven't officially got permission for time to be spent on a case that was put to bed years ago.”

      Jack sipped his drink, staring off somewhere over Amanda’s shoulder.

      “I can't see it hurting, though,” Amanda went on. “There’s not too much going on at the moment. Have you got something in mind?”

      “I thought I might go over to the prison and see Hardesty. He's been there a good few years now. Did you see the press conference last night, with Japp?”

      “I caught the last minute or two on the news, but other than that, no. Did you?”

      “I watched from the sidelines out the front, watched him squirm. Those reporters don't take any prisoners, and I can't say he filled me with confidence. But that's Japp. He looked well-polished in his uniform finery.”

      Amanda sat back in her chair and tapped her pen against her bottom lip. “Right. If he asks where you are, I’ll cover for you. What time are you headed out?”

      “I may as well go first off when I finish my coffee. It's only around the corner. They probably won't let me see him without an official appointment, anyway, though I may as well try. I have a cunning plan.”

      “Well, good luck with that. Oh, and before I forget, I met a woman last night outside the pizza shop—”

      Jack’s eyes lit up in mock horror. “Don't tell me Ruth and you have had an argument and you're already on the lookout? Though I have to say, it’s a strange place to pick up someone.”

      Amanda waved her hand like she was batting a fly and said, “Don't be stupid. No, I met a woman who knows you, silly. She said she was a friend of yours from way back and a friend of that man from the book club who died a couple of years ago, Peterson. She said her name was Vivian.”

      Jack stood open-mouthed.

      “Funny, I’ve never heard you mention a ‘Vivian’ in all the years I've known you.”

      Amanda couldn't resist putting it out there and watching for his reaction. She got one. Jack's cheeks flushed crimson. Amanda leaned forward. “Gotcha,” she said with a grin. “You've got to tell me more now. Who is Vivian? She seemed really nice. So come on, then. Tell me. Who is she?”

      “Like the lady said, we were friends,” he said defensively.

      “Were friends? She didn't say you ‘were’ friends.”

      “But I haven't seen her for a long time, so we are more acquaintances now, I guess. In fact, the last time I saw her was after Peterson's death. I interviewed her.” He drained the last of his coffee. “Well, I've got work to do. I'm going to see if I can get in and see Hardesty and leave you to your fantastical mind. I'll be on my mobile if you need me.”

      Amanda sniggered under her breath that she had riled him up a bit about a woman. When he was well out of earshot, she mumbled to herself, “That was a bit mean, Amanda. The guy is allowed a personal life.” She stood and stretched and headed back to the coffee cupboard for a refill. From the doorway she could see Jack gathering the manila folder and its contents again before he headed back out to his car.

      She frowned. If Vivian had been interviewed during the Peterson case, she’d be on file.

      “Worth taking a look,” she mumbled to herself. “Out of nosey curiosity.”
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      The prison was situated on the site of the former Banstead Psychiatric Hospital. The ancient, crumbling building had been bulldozed and a modern prison built in its place; it housed all kinds of inmates as well as remand prisoners. The last time Jack had met with Michael Hardesty was when he’d been on remand 15 years ago. Jack navigated his car over the mini-roundabout and headed for the main reception block.

      It was a modern-looking concrete building from the outside; it could have been a new hospital but for the enormous chocolate-coloured main doors that reached almost two stories high. They were a bit of a giveaway that something a tad more sinister than a children’s ward was behind them. Jack parked his car and made his way to the visitor entrance, a separate building opposite that looked like a cheap motorway motel. He hadn't taken Amanda's advice and called first, but he was hoping that as a serving police officer it wouldn’t be an issue and they’d see fit to let him in. He glanced at the plastic Sainsbury’s bag in his hand.

      He approached the reception desk and a huge, unsmiling man in uniform looked up from one of his many screens. He looked like he belonged to a beanstalk somewhere, Jack thought. He smiled as pleasantly as he could manage. He’d dealt with many prison staff it his time and one thing they all lacked was a sense of humour. It must be a prerequisite at the interview stage that they didn’t smile a great deal. The only jokers who operated between these walls were the inmates.

      As usual, the officer’s smile didn't appear to be working at all, though he did say “Good morning.” Jack placed the bag on the counter, and the officer glared at it disapprovingly.

      “DC Jack Rutherford,” Jack said firmly. “I'm hoping that Michael Hardesty will agree to see me this morning.” The officer raised an eyebrow in question and Jack answered before the man opened his mouth. “No, I haven't made an appointment and since I was not far away, I thought I would drop in on the off chance.” He opened his carrier bag and pulled out a tin of assorted luxury chocolate biscuits. “But I haven't come empty-handed. I dropped in to Sainsbury’s and picked up a little something for you and the boys so your cuppa isn't so wet this morning.” He slipped the tin towards the man, who looked down at it with interest. On the lid were images of various delicious-looking chocolate biscuits, and Jack could see it was going to do the trick. The man grunted his approval and pulled the tin closer to his ample stomach.

      “So, what do you say?” said Jack. “While you're dunking those with your pals in the tea room, might I have a chat with Mr Hardesty? It's been a good few years since I was last in here.” He looked around the reception area. “You've done it up a bit.” The man raised his eyebrow questioningly and again Jack wondered if he might actually speak. He pre-empted him just in case. “I'll just wait over here,” he said. “If you wouldn't mind telling Mr Hardesty I'm here?” The officer pulled the tin of biscuits closer to himself. Jack wondered if his pals would in fact see any of those chocolate biscuits at all. It didn’t much matter, as long as it granted Jack entrance.

      “I'll see what I can do,” the guard said, running his hand over his heavily Brylcreemed head. He picked up the telephone and turned his back to Jack, who could see white flakes across the tops of his mountainous shoulders. Having seen the man run his hand over his greasy head, Jack wondered what the telephone handset held by way of bacteria. He was reminded of the grubby windows in the squad room and the petri dish of bacteria growing all around them. He bet the man's keyboard was slippery with grease too.

      A moment later the call was finished and the guard turned back around to face Jack, who wandered back so the man didn't have to shout.

      “He'll be ready in ten minutes.”

      Jack said his thanks and sat back in one of the plastic chairs alongside the window. As he sat down, he heard the Sellotape being taken off the biscuit tin seal, then the faint tinny sound of the lid lifting. Jack smiled to himself. He knew what breaking bread meant; that's why he'd stopped for the tin of biscuits. It was a nice thing to do, a custom, and the reason you found a chocolate on your pillow in an upmarket hotel—a gift. It had worked back in ancient times, so it should work in a concrete prison near Croydon, he’d reasoned. It was £5 well spent.

      Jack was tempted to go back to his French app while he waited, but he’d no doubt get disapproving looks as he repeated the sentences out loud. Instead, he pulled out the manila folder and flipped through the pages like he was a barrister about to see his client.

      Fifteen minutes later, the guard called him back over to his desk.

      “They’ve put him in an interview room for you. I'll take you through.” Still no smile, no nothing. The man appeared to wear a permanent, flat mask of jowly skin. Jack wondered if he was married. Poor woman, if he was. He followed the broad, dandruff-covered shoulders down through concrete corridors with locked doors on each side, and on to an interview room that looked like any other he'd been in. Its concrete block walls had been painted a depressing pale grey, and the only furnishings in the room were a Formica table and two plastic chairs. He couldn't see any cameras or any audio equipment, but he asked anyway.

      “I'm assuming we won't be overheard,” Jack said. “This is private between Michael and the police.”

      The man nodded, which Jack took to mean he was correct, and left the room. Jack sat down in one of the chairs, placed the file on the table in front of him and waited. A couple of minutes later he heard voices approaching from the corridor and he looked up to see Michael Hardesty enter with another officer. His hands were cuffed in front of him, but the first thing Jack noticed was how frail the man now seemed after so many years. While he was still tall, there wasn't much of him. Jack was reminded of a young Rodney Trotter - a walking rack of bones with thin skin holding everything together but without his jovial sidekick. Prison life hadn’t been kind to him over the years; he wondered if the man was ill.

      Michael sat down in the other chair, his eyes never leaving Jack's. The officer left them to it.

      “Why now?” Michael asked, without any preamble.

      “Good question,” replied Jack.
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      “How have you been, Michael?” In hindsight it was probably a stupid first question.

      “How do I look like the I've been? Let me ask you again,” Michael said. “Why now? After all these years, you come and see me. Not that I particularly want to see you, but I'm curious what brings you here now. Has something happened to Barbara or Cassy?”

      “No. Not that I am aware of, anyway. I'm here on another matter. It's good of you to meet with me today.”

      “I’ve hardly got a busy social calendar.” Michael rolled his eyes sarcastically. “You’re something to fill the abundance of time with, that’s all.”

      Jack ignored the comment. “There is a case at the moment that we are working on, and it has some similarities to your own case back then. And me being a picky individual, I thought it would be a good idea to come and talk to you about what happened all those years ago.”

      Michael scoffed loudly. “You’re only now taking an interest in the sentence that I should never have had, in the fact that I should never have been put away for murder?” he said incredulously. “At best it was manslaughter, but I've been stuck in here almost since the turn of the century—and it feels like the nineteenth century. So, I'm not sure I can tell you much more, DC Rutherford,” he said. “But fire away. It will pass the time.”

      Jack nodded his understanding. He’d be pissed at being in prison for murder, too, if he hadn’t done it. “Can we go back to the accident and what happened that night? I know you've been through it a million times, but just humour me.”

      Michael sat back fully in his chair, his handcuffed wrists out on the table in front of him. He twiddled his thumbs, searching for a place to start. Jack waited patiently; he’d got all the time in the world. When Michael had his thoughts together, he began to speak.

      “It was just an accident. The car came out of nowhere and we collided. We both got out to inspect the damage. When I realised it was Chesney McAllister, I didn't think ‘This is your chance to kill him.’ We might have had our differences over the years, but killing was never on my agenda—though the prosecution would have you believe differently. There was a scuffle, he went down. Then suddenly, a couple of witnesses came forward from nowhere and here I am now. They said our known fractious relationship, and the fact that we were two warring local criminals, gave me reason to want the man dead. I’d threatened it often enough. But then so had he.” Jack let the moment of silence between them stay empty until Michael was ready to go on. “I don't think my barrister was the best. I shouldn't be in here, but I've come to terms with it now.”

      “What do you think happened, Michael?”

      “Well, see, I've had plenty of thinking time while I’ve been here, and as you said at the beginning, there isn’t much to do. So, to answer your question I was set up, scapegoated; call it what you wish. Yes, it sounds cliché, but it just happens to be the truth. The accident and Chesney's subsequent death—it was all too convenient to put away a man that the police had been after some time. And that's what I think happened.”

      “So, you think the police fitted you up? Is that what you're saying, Michael?”

      “I am, yes.”

      “And how do you think it happened? Why don't you think the McAllister family were behind it all?”

      “I think they had their place in it. Mac McAllister would have tightened the screw somewhere, maybe provided the last-minute witnesses, but he would have needed it to be something official to get false witness statements, and that's where I think their involvement lies. They were paying, and someone turned a blind eye.”

      Jack thought for a moment. “I've been looking at the file again, and I wonder about some of those testimonies from some of the people who came forward as witness at the end. I'm sorry to say I didn't pay that much attention at the time; you were one more criminal off the street, and it wasn’t up to me what happened.” Michael grunted and Jack carried on. “A couple of them seemed a little too obvious for my liking, when I reflected back, and when I spent a little time recently cross-checking those names, I couldn't honestly say they would be what I would call a reliable witness.”

      Michael grunted again. “So, tell me,” he said, “what's brought all this on? Why are you bringing this up now? What’s your interest? Has one of them confessed or something?”

      “I guess you don't watch the TV much, the news?”

      “Can't say as I've got TV in my cell. Why don't you enlighten me?”

      “A similar incident happened on Sunday, to our detective inspector, in fact; a man called Dupin. He was off duty at the time, and he attended the scene of an accident nearby. The driver lashed out, and Dupin smacked him on the chin in retaliation. That man is dead now.”

      “So now it's one of your own you figure maybe it was an accident and not murder?” Michael shook his head in disbelief. “Perhaps if I'd been a police officer, I wouldn't be sat here talking to you now, eh?”

      “As you can imagine, there's a bit of grief.”

      “And the family know it's a police officer and are shouting cover-up, right?” Michael had put the pieces together quickly, he wasn’t stupid.

      Jack nodded. “The autopsy results from your case say there was blood inside the victim’s skull when they took the brain out, which is similar to what happened in this case. We’re investigating, though we haven't had the official autopsy report back yet. I only know about it because I attended the autopsy. It says on your file that the blow you delivered could have been the one that killed him. But it was the premeditated angle that the prosecution pushed that drove things up to another level. Your past relationship with your opponent. Had that not been the case, who knows what you'd be in for. Maybe you would have got manslaughter, be home by now.”

      “Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” Michael said wearily. “But nothing's going to change now. I've got two years to go on my sentence, then I’ve served my time.”

      Jack knew all this but let the man have his say. He doubted Michael received many visitors other than Barbara and Cassy—if they did indeed still visit. Many families moved on with their lives when a family member was imprisoned for so many years. It was a sad fact.

      Jack knew there wasn't much more Michael could tell him at that moment, so he closed the manila folder before he stood up. “I might need to come and talk to you again, Michael. Will that be okay?”

      “If it helps me get out of here, yes. I have nothing better to do. But if you're just trying to help your police friend, don't bother coming back.”

      Jack nodded his understanding and banged on the door to alert the officer he was ready to leave.

      “I hear you, Michael. I'll be seeing you.”

      As Jack made his way back down the concrete corridor and out into the fresh air, he wondered about what had gone on back then—the prosecution, the police involvement, the witnesses, all of it. And who had been behind it, if anyone.

      More to the point, could he make a difference now?
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      The young prison officer who showed Jack out was a bit more pleasant than the Brylcreemed mountain with dandruff.

      “Thanks for the chocolate biscuits, Detective. We have to buy our own around here, and no one ever wants to fork out for anything other than Rich Tea.”

      Jack turned to the man. He must have been one of the youngest prison guards in the building, likely in his early 20s, and Jack wondered what had driven a youngster to choose a life working as a prison officer. It wasn't a common career choice for young men; prison work was more suited to the middle-aged, those with a bit more life experience. This young man looked like he had hardly started shaving; he still had some fresh acne across his cheeks, and scars from old acne were visible down to his jawline. Being the ‘baby’ of the unit, he’d probably get the piss taken out of him all the time by his colleagues, and was no doubt taken advantage of by the inmates. His light-heartedness hadn’t been ripped out of him just yet, but working with colleagues who'd already lost all sense of humour and seen it all, Jack knew, it wouldn't be long before the young lad would be just the same as the rest of them.

      “What's your name, son?” asked Jack.

      “Kyle. Kyle Greenly, but my friends call me Mino.”

      Jack was perplexed. “Why Mino? That’s a freshwater fish, isn’t it?”

      “No, you’re thinking of M-I-N-N-O-W.” He spelt it out for Jack. “I’m M-I-N-O, as in Kylie Minogue. I swear my mother wanted a girl, hence the Kyle. I guess she got her wish since my mates call me Mino now.”

      Jack had to smile, and since the kid was smiling too, he didn't feel so bad about the lad’s name. Educated in freshwater fish too.

      “Well, Mino, you don't often see a young prison officer such as yourself, and I was kind of wondering back there what made you choose this as a profession. Is your dad in here somewhere and you’re hoping to get him out? Through a back door, perhaps?” Jack was being jovial as he said it, hoping to get another officer on his side.

      “No,” Mino said, smiling. “They do background checks on us, so I wouldn't have got away with that, had it been the case. My dad’s dead anyway.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Jack said.

      “I just thought it would be interesting, that's all. I wanted to join the police, myself, but I didn't get the grades at school. So, this was my second choice.” They strolled slowly through the concrete corridor back towards the reception area. They were in no hurry.

      “Well, I guess you meet some interesting folks in this line of work, like I do,” Jack said casually.

      “Too right you do. There’re all sorts in here. Take that Michael Hardesty that you were just visiting—he's not a bad bloke, unlike the other party in his crime.”

      Jack was confused. “What do you mean, the other party in his crime?”

      “I did a bit of research on him, as I do for most of the inmates, so I know what I'm dealing with. The family whose brother Hardesty killed, the McAllisters. Well, Mac McAllister is here in the same prison—over in a different wing, though.”

      “Oh? Mac McAllister is here? Hardesty didn’t mention it.”

      “Yes, he's been here about a year. He’ll be out soon.”

      Jack remembered McAllister well enough. He’d been done for his part in an organised dogfighting ring that he and Amanda had busted. Remembering the setup in the big old shed—the filth, the suffering dogs—made Jack's stomach roll. People like McAllister deserved to be put away; it was a shame he'd be out again soon. And back to his old tricks, no doubt.

      They’d reached the front door again; the main reception entrance was bathed in the mid-morning sun. The two men stood for a moment, enjoying the feeling of the warmth on their skin.

      Jack had an idea. “What would you say the chances are of me seeing Mac McAllister now, while I’m here?”

      “Got another tin of biscuits with you?”

      “No, but I can get one.”

      “Well, bring another and I'm sure your wish will be granted.”

      Jack looked at the young lad approvingly. Mino had picked up some smarts working in this place already; he'd go a long way in life. They strolled slowly across the car park toward Jack's car; Jack guessed the lad was enjoying the morning sunshine a whole lot more than being cooped up inside the concrete walls. He took his car keys out of his pocket and turned to him.

      “Well, Mino, it's been nice to make your acquaintance. So, you think another tin will do the trick if I come back tomorrow, then?”

      “I can almost guarantee it, Detective,” Mino said with a smile.

      “In that case, I'll see you tomorrow.” Jack was just about to get into his car when he had another thought.

      “I'd appreciate it if you didn't tell McAllister that I was coming.”

      Mino tapped the side of his nose and winked before heading back to the building.
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      Jack's head was swimming. He’d missed the fact that McAllister was in the same prison as Michael Hardesty, but he’d had no reason to look him up. McAllister had only been there for a year, and Jack assumed that Hardesty already knew. The drums would have been beating loud and clear when the man had arrived.

      Jack’s stomach was grumbling and while the screws enjoyed their morning cuppa and biscuits, he hadn’t been offered one. Since it was coming up to 12 o'clock, he decided he might as well grab lunch on the way back in to the station. He wondered if Amanda wanted something picked up too. It was all too easy to have a big meal every day in the station canteen, and since he’d had pie and chips yesterday, he’d stick to a sandwich today. He’d already put on a couple of pounds of recent, mainly because of Mrs Stewart’s cooking and all the things she left stocked in his fridge after her thrice-weekly visits. He liked her, and while she was a good deal older than Jack, she was nice to have fussing around the house when he was there. She liked to start early and finish early. When Jack didn’t have to be out with the larks, she’d cook a full breakfast for him, or a boiled egg. He figured she secretly liked to have someone to look after; her own family was now living abroad and, apart from her bridge friends and lawn bowling friends, there wasn't anyone particularly close to her. Jack enjoyed her company like he would his grandma’s, had she still been alive.

      But back to needing lunch. He dialled Amanda's phone and waited for her to pick up.

      “Hi, Jack,” she said breezily. “Are you on your way back?”

      “I am, yes. I'm going to pick up a sandwich first, though. Do you want something, or are you eating in the canteen again?”

      “I’ll have a sandwich, thanks. In fact, bring me two, please.”

      “Two? If you’re that hungry, you should go to the canteen. It’s lasagne today, I believe.”

      “First off, how do you know it's lasagne? And second, I need two sandwiches because I’ll have one for lunch now and the other later on, because Ruth and I are going to the flat-warming tonight and we won’t get to eat anything until later. Is that okay with you?”

      Jack chuckled. “Ooooooh. I was only looking after your nutritional needs. No need for the sarcasm. Anyway, whose flat are you warming again?”

      “Ruth's dad's, remember? He moved out of the big house and bought a flat in Fulham. He moved in about a month ago and tonight's drinkies in the courtyard.”

      “My goodness, is it a month already? It doesn't seem five minutes since she told me he'd sold up. I must've been missed off the invite list.”

      “You hardly know the man. The only time you ever went to that house was when you were investigating the landscaper that went missing.”

      “Yes, but I met him at your wedding, and I saw him one Christmas.”

      “Well, if you really want to come, I'm sure he won't mind. Anyway, I thought you were looking Vivian up tonight.”

      “I have a different hot date tonight, actually,” he said matter-of-factly. “It's lawn bowls night, and they’re putting a supper on.”

      “So, there you go—you don't need to gate-crash with us after all.”

      “I'm perfectly capable of sorting my own social life out, thanks very much. I have hobbies, you know.”

      “Well, that's good to know, Jack. Now, I fancy chicken salad and a ham salad, if you get the choice. If not, I'll leave it up to you. And a packet of salt and vinegar.”

      “Right, got it. And before you go, after I had my chat with Hardesty, I was talking to one of the younger screws on the way out and he just happened to mention another inmate in passing. You'll never guess who is in the same prison, though in a different wing.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Mac McAllister.” Jack let that sink in for a moment.

      “The dogfighting ring mongrel,” Amanda said, and gave a low whistle. “I didn't know he was so local. So he’s in the same prison? That doesn't seem right.”

      “That's what I thought, but it does happen. The offences were years apart, though, and I guess with Michael out of the picture the family feud died down a bit.”

      “I guess it did. It was before my time; you’d know better than me. I was just glad to get McAllister off the street and close down that dogfighting mess. I can remember that old warehouse like it was yesterday.”

      Jack shuddered again, and then indicated to turn left. “Anyway,” he said, “I'm about to pull up at the sandwich shop now, so I'll see you shortly.”

      He pulled into a vacant parking space in front and sat with the engine turned off, just thinking for a moment. He'd forgotten to ask Hardesty if he was unwell, given his deterioration. Not that he could do anything about it, of course, but it he wondered about it nonetheless. And McAllister in the same building? Surely, they were aware of each other’s presence.

      He watched two teenage girls stroll into the sandwich shop. By their ages, they couldn't have been out of school for long; they were probably working their first positions somewhere local. They looked smart in their blouses and skirts, and he watched them through his windscreen as they laughed and giggled with each other, waiting for their lunch order to be made. When they left, he watched them almost wistfully as they headed towards the small park area around the corner. Young and carefree. They made him feel old—maybe because he was getting old, but you had to one day.

      He was just about to get out of his car when he saw a familiar, slim figure enter the shop from the opposite direction. She wore her hair in a stylish blonde bob, and she hadn't changed a bit since the last time he'd seen her about five years ago.

      It was Vivian.

      He debated whether to let on he'd seen her or stay in his car until she’d finished her purchase in the sandwich shop. He opted to stay put, watching her through the plate glass window. It brought back memories of the lonely, empty times after Janine's death when he had occasionally sought Vivian’s personal services and companionship. He wondered why he'd stopped. Maybe it didn't seem important anymore; maybe he’d simply needed something at that time. His grief and his anger over Janine's illness and death had been unbearable at times; Vivian had been there when he’d needed somebody. Time heals, though, and Jack had eventually sorted himself out. Seeing her now, however, made him want to say hello.

      “What the hell. I liked her,” he said to himself. He opened his car door and headed into the shop. He watched as she collected her order and, as she turned in the small space, she came face to face with Jack, who was smiling straight at her. Her pale green eyes lit up with delight.

      “Jack!” she exclaimed.

      “It's good to see you, Vivian,” he said, bending forward to plant a peck on her cheek. Her smile was as big as the chocolate eclair in the cake cabinet next to her. And to Jack, just as sweet.

      “Fancy bumping into you today. I saw your friend Amanda last night; did she mention it?” Customers carried on all around them as they stood to talk, blocking a good portion of the small shop. No one seemed to mind.

      “She did, actually. She said she saw you at the pizza place, and then she tried to grill me about who you were.” Their eyes caught and twinkled; the secret of how they knew one another was only for them.

      “Well, if you fancy going out for a drink one night, Jack, look me up. It would be nice to catch up again and see what's been going on in your life. It’s been way too long.”

      “I'll do that,” he said with a smile, and watched as she left the shop. He was just about to place his order when he realised he had no idea how to contact her. He babbled his order to the young woman behind the counter, said he’d be back in a moment and ran down the street after Vivian. For a woman in high heels, she could walk surprisingly quickly.

      “Vivian,” he called as he got closer. “Vivian!” he tried again. She heard the second time and turned as he reached her. She broke into a smile as he spoke. “I don't have your number anymore, and a drink would be nice.”

      “Give me your phone, Jack,” she said.

      “What do you want that for?” he said, taking it out of his pocket.

      “So I can put my number in it for you, silly,” she said, laughing lightly. “I thought you were a detective.” He watched as her long, pale pink fingernails tapped her details into his phone. She finished and handed it back. “Call me, soon, Jack.”

      “I will,” he said.

      He walked back to the sandwich shop, paid for his order and drove back to the station. It was one of those journeys where you remember absolutely nothing of it, not a thing, and you wonder how you arrived at your destination safely and in one piece.

      His mind had been somewhere else completely.
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      Amanda could see something was on Jack’s mind as they sat in the sunshine eating their sandwiches on a low brick wall in the car park. While there were no park benches or shady trees, it was better to sit outside than in the stuffy petri dish indoors. The building itself gave some shade to their heads, and the sun was welcoming on their arms and legs. Jack chewed thoughtfully on his chicken salad sandwich and pointed to Amanda’s boots with a mayonnaise-smeared finger.

      “Aren’t your feet stifled in those during summer?”

      Amanda looked down at her Docs. They shone in the bright light, but they shone in dull light too. Amanda was almost fanatical about polished footwear; it was one of her major gripes with others, particularly her work colleagues. Shoes and how you looked after them said a lot about a person. Hers said “functional, strong, and polished.”

      “No more than yours probably are right now,” she replied. “Talking of which, your shoes could do with a polish. You’re letting the side down, Jack.”

      Jack glanced down. Amanda was right, of course. “I’ll ask Mrs Stewart to do them.”

      “You’re a big boy now. Why don’t you do them yourself?” She watched as he crammed a couple of ready-salted crisps into his mouth with the remains of his last bite of sandwich. There really wasn’t room, and she curled her nose up at him. Crumbs fell to the concrete beneath their feet.

      “Mrs Stewart loves looking after me and my things. It gives her joy. Who am I to take that joy away from her?”

      Amanda rolled her eyes in disbelief. The thing was, she knew Jack was correct, and he himself loved being looked after. It was the perfect match for them both.

      “Pity she’s a bit old for you to become romantically involved with.”

      “I used to wonder what an older woman would be like,” he said, deadpan, gazing off into the distance. Amanda stopped chewing.

      “When?”

      “When I was about twenty, like all young men do, I suppose.”

      “I was going to say—I thought you meant recently. Anyway, age doesn’t matter, though I doubt any woman would want to be in your life as a skivvy only. Even if Mrs S was interested in you, it would change things.”

      Jack turned to face Amanda full on. “Why are we having this conversation? Mrs Stewart could be my grandmother almost.”

      “How about your friend Vivian, then? She looked more your age, and you two go way back.”

      Jack wondered if she’d been sniffing already. How else would she know they went ‘way back’?

      “And what makes you think that?”

      “You said as much.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      Jack turned away, pondering, but was saved from any further inquisition by Amanda’s phone ringing. The opening bars of Landscapes’ “Einstein A Go Go” beep-beeped. It was Faye, the pathologist. Jack smiled at Amanda’s choice of ringtone; better than Elton John’s “Better off Dead,” at least. He finished the last of his crisps and scrunched the packet noisily, earning him a glare from Amanda. He motioned to her to put the call on handsfree and she obliged.

      “Hi, Faye. I have Jack with me too. Have you got something for us?”

      “Yes, sort of, and hello, Jack.”

      He waved a ‘hello,’ not that she could see him.

      “What’s the ‘sort of’?” Amanda enquired.

      “It would be better for me to show you. Any chance of you coming over to the lab?”

      Amanda looked at her watch. “We’ll be there in twenty, if that works for you?”

      “Perfect. See you shortly.”

      Amanda tapped to end the call and put the last of her sandwich in her mouth, passing the remaining crisps to Jack.

      “Come on. I’ll drive,” she said, and they headed over to her car. They flinched as they opened the doors; it was like a furnace inside. They slipped in and Amanda started the engine.

      “You can play with the air con. I’m sick of trying to get it right,” she said as they headed out, the fan on full bore. “I’ll be almost glad when winter comes back. It’s easier to manage, temperature-wise. Set it on hot and leave it.”

      As Jack twiddled with the knobs, they headed across town and back to the morgue in the lunchtime traffic. As they pulled into the car park almost twenty minutes later, the car was the perfect temperature to sit in.

      “Shame it will be like a spit roast again by the time we come back out,” she said, tossing her bag strap over her shoulder. They walked up to the double doors and waited for them to slide open. At reception, a pretty woman with long, shiny black hair greeted them. Tiny pearl studs were only just visible on her earlobes; her lips were painted a deep pink. Jack took everything in like she was a crime scene. Details were his thing. His eyes dropped to her name badge—Gloria. She suited the name.

      “Dr Faye Mitchell is expecting us,” Amanda said as the lift doors behind them pinged open, revealing Faye in her white lab coat.

      “I saw you arrive. Come on up.” She held the door and the two walked over to the lift. Jack gave a slight wave to Gloria, ever the gentleman.

      Amanda leaned in. “Too young,” she whispered, though Faye had no difficulty hearing the comment.

      “Are you on the lookout, Jack?” Faye asked, somewhat amused.

      “Why is my personal life the topic of discussion for the second time today?” he enquired stiffly.

      Amanda and Faye glanced at one another and smirked. Jack kept his back to them as the lift took them up to Faye’s office. Thankfully for Jack, it was a short journey, though he could feel sniggering going on behind him. He shook his head in comical disbelief as the doors opened again and waited for the two women to go on ahead.

      When they were finally seated in the doctor’s office, Faye went through her findings and then sat back in her chair with a questioning look.

      “First, why didn’t you mention that DI Dupin was the person who hit the victim?” She didn’t look pleased.

      Amanda took the question, as the senior officer.

      “We didn’t want your judgement clouded. We figured if you didn’t know, it wouldn’t sway you in either direction if something wasn’t one hundred percent. We didn’t want to influence you.”

      “You wouldn’t have. I work with the facts, and only the facts,” Faye said sharply. “I work with what the body tells me; it alone gives me the story of what happened. I don’t care if it’s the Queen on my examination table. And even if I wanted to alter the facts, there is always the chance of another autopsy being done—you know that. So no, you wouldn’t, never will influence my decision. Do I make myself clear?” Her voice had risen with the last sentence, and both detectives squirmed uncomfortably.

      She went on, “Now that I have that out of the way, I can tell you that Callum Parker’s heart and liver were both enlarged, most likely from alcohol abuse. He was a drinker, even if he wasn’t over the limit at the time of the accident, the initial crash.” Nobody dared to interrupt her. “There was also blood inside the skull from a brain bleed, though that didn’t come from the single blow to the chin.”

      Jack dared to speak now. “So DI Dupin didn’t kill him, then?” He looked at Amanda with wide-open eyes, almost a look of celebration.

      “No, that blow didn’t kill him. If the fight had caused his death, I’d expect a lot more soft tissue injury, and there isn’t any.”

      Jack pumped his fist in the air and Amanda let a long breath out. DI Dupin was in the clear.

      “So, what killed Callum Parker then, Doc?” Jack said.

      Faye pulled out the autopsy photos from a folder and laid them out in front of them: pictures of the neck and accompanying arteries that she had taken out to show a colleague for further inspection. Jack remembered his remark about “dangly bits” and taunting Japp out in the car park afterwards.

      “You might remember I took these out for further analysis.” She pointed to the photos as she spoke. “It’s an odd thing that’s happened. It’s called a sub-arachnoid haemorrhage. Let me explain.”

      “Please do,” said Jack. He inched forward in his seat to get a closer look. It was far more pleasant to view photos than the real-life wet and bloody specimens.

      “When we drink alcohol, it can raise our blood pressure. Add to that the frantic turning of the steering wheel first one way,” she demonstrated, “and then the other to correct the car and avoid collision. By doing that, Callum Parker inadvertently dislocated his spine here,” she said pointing. “That in turn ruptured this artery, sending blood into the brain.” She stopped to check they were both following. “All the activity immediately after the crash—the aggression, the lashing out and the increase in blood pressure—accelerated that bleeding. Now, it might have only been slight to start with, but by the time he arrived home, it proved fatal. It can take from a few minutes to hours for the blood to spread up to the skull.”

      “So, let me get this straight,” said Amanda. “The punch from DI Dupin was nothing to do with his death?”

      “Correct.”

      “And he died of a freakish dislocated spine that burst an artery and filled his skull with blood.”

      “Correct.”

      “Wow.”

      “Quite. It’s not common, but it happens. Occasionally it’s genetics. DI Dupin is not at fault here. If Callum Parker hadn’t wrestled the steering wheel as he had, hadn’t had a couple of drinks and hadn’t tried to punch Dupin, he might still be here now. It was no one’s fault. Rather, it was a series of moves that ended up proving fatal. Callum was a dying man on the drive back home; he simply didn’t realise it. The punch on the chin made no difference whatsoever.”

      Jack sat back in his chair, thinking. He hadn’t got a lot of time for Dopey, but he wouldn’t wish a manslaughter charge on him either.

      It also raised a question concerning another case on his mind.
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      “I really can't believe it,” Jack said as he and Amanda headed back to the lift and down to reception. “Shall you tell him the good news, or shall I?”

      “We should tell Japp first, since he was the one who told Dupin in the first place. What a weird situation, eh? I've never heard of such a thing, though she did say it could be a genetic condition. All her evidence points to the accident itself—his own actions killed him, not Dupin.”

      The doors pinged closed and they travelled the short distance back down to reception.

      “It's made me think of Hardesty and his situation,” said Jack, as they walked across the lobby. “Pathology, I assume, has got more accurate over time. And I've got to say I'm wondering if something similar happened in his case that perhaps got missed all those years ago. And if that is the case, can I do anything about it now?”

      “Yes, but Jack, the guy was a bad lad anyway. He’d probably have ended up inside anyway; if not for that then for something else. He was a career criminal.”

      “Maybe so, but that doesn't make him a killer directly, and that's what his sentence is for. It’s on his record for life, such as it is. Just like they caught Al Capone on a technicality and stuck him inside, doesn't mean it's the right thing to do.” Jack could feel himself getting hot under the collar about it, although he sensed Amanda wasn’t too fussed. It was obvious she didn't share Jack's concern for Hardesty, or the fact that he was rotting in prison and maybe hadn't done the crime he’d been convicted of. That didn’t sit well with Jack, and since he'd been part of the original investigation, it felt a little more personal, much closer to home than it might for anyone else.

      Apart from Eddie Edwards, the arresting officer at the time.

      They were almost back at Amanda's car, and Jack could see heat waves floating across the bonnet. As Amanda clicked her key fob to unlock the car, Jack stated the obvious. “It's going to be like a barbeque inside there,” he said in a singsong voice. A rush of hot air like a hairdryer hit him as he opened the door and sat himself in the passenger seat. Amanda wound the windows down immediately, and Jack twiddled with the air-conditioning and wondered what his old boss Eddie was doing these days. He’d not seen the man for some years.

      “I'm sure Japp will be pleased,” said Amanda, as they set off back to the station, “and it’s good news for the rest of the team too. I know it's been preying on people's minds; it's been quite distracting, actually.”

      “The press are going to go nuts at this,” said Jack. “I hope that Callum Parker's family are satisfied with the results, but I can't help feeling they're not going to be. Particularly his fiancée Melissa. She'll be a right flighty set of bagpipes, that one.”

      “A flighty set of bagpipes?’ enquired Amanda.

      “You must have noticed the size of her chest, surely, and you can't tell me they’re real. And she appears to be a bit of a mouthpiece about all this, so all in all, a flighty set of bagpipes. My observations are spot-on. Case rested.”

      Amanda had to smile. Jack was never crass or crude, but that didn't mean his eyes didn't work like those of any other warm-blooded male when it came to a woman's body. Particularly a manufactured one at that.

      “So, you don't agree with plastic surgery, then?” she asked, knowing the answer.

      “Nope. Make do with what you’ve got, and make the most of it; that’s my motto.” He turned to gaze out the side window as they headed back out onto the dual carriageway. As usual, it was slow-moving. She indicated to cut across into the outside lane, which was moving slightly faster, and navigated the traffic back to the station. Jack checked his watch.

      “Do you fancy an ice cream?”

      Amanda glanced across at him and shook her head. “You're going to be piling all the weight back on that you've lost over recent weeks if you keep eating like you are. Have a bottle of water instead.”

      “You sound like my grandma now.”

      “Your grandma's dead.”

      Disappointed that he wasn't going to get his ice cream, Jack turned his mind back to what they just learned from the pathologist. A sub-arachnoid hemorrhage. Who would have thought it?

      “So, what's the plan then, boss?” he said. “What order are we doing things?”

      “We'll tell Japp first, and then I guess we'll go and see the Parker family and see what happens from there. Hopefully, they’ll accept the findings and everyone can move on.”

      “And if they don't move on, and Bagpipes causes a stink?”

      “In my experience, I expect they'll call for another autopsy and see what that shows up,” she said. “But also, in my experience, Faye Mitchell is one of the best and there will be no mistakes.”

      Jack grunted an agreement. He’d never known her to get it wrong in all the times they’d worked together over the years.

      “She got a bit feisty when we suggested she might be swayed one way or the other. It was stupid, really; she's always been one hundred percent professional. That's why she never gives an opinion before the facts are there to support it.”

      It was Amanda's turn to grunt an acknowledgement; Jack was, of course, right. She glanced at her wristwatch; time was marching on, and she needed to hurry if she was to get to the flat-warming party on time. She hated letting Ruth down, but there was still work to do before she could head off home to change.

      The electric gate slipped back at the station car park, and she pulled into her space and turned the engine off. She didn't immediately move, but instead turned to Jack.

      “You know, this could have happened to anyone—something simple like a car accident, where neither party appears injured, and all the time deep inside someone's head nature is taking its course and silently killing them. It’s quite horrendous, really. I suppose when your time is up, it's time to go.” She was staring straight through the windscreen at nothing in particular, and as Jack followed her gaze, he wondered what was making her feel so maudlin.

      “Then we need to make the most of our time while we've still got it,” he said, reaching to open his door. The warm sun in contrast to the cold fridge of the car was welcoming, and Jack took a moment to stretch like a cat, dropping his head back for the briefest moment. He felt his neck click, the tiny bubbles of gas dissipating from around the bony joints. Thinking of what he’d just learned, he pulled his head back up slowly and followed Amanda back into the station. It had been a learning experience, although a depressing one. On days like this he was glad he had something else to do with his time of an evening that brought joy instead of pain. He was looking forward to his bowling match tonight, a spot of light relief in contrast to his somewhat melancholy though educational day.
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      Amanda dropped her bag on her desk and, with Jack in tow, headed straight to DCI Japp's office. She rapped on his open door with a knuckle. Over her shoulder, Jack saw Japp's head rise and his eyes readjust away from the document he had been reading. Even though Japp knew Amanda, to Jack there seemed to be a satellite delay of a couple of seconds before it registered who was actually standing there in front of him.

      Amanda didn’t wait to be beckoned in. “Sorry to intrude,” she started, “but I thought you'd like to know the news.”

      Japp stared at her over the top of his half-rimmed reading glasses like she had just woken him from a deep sleep. Jack wanted to rub his eyes for him. He also wanted to slap him around his jowly face. No one ever went to Japp's office uninvited unless it was important. Surely he knew that.

      “What is it, Amanda?” he said gruffly.

      “We have the pathology results, sir. I wanted to talk to you in person rather than on the phone.”

      Japp glanced across at Jack, who’d invited himself in and was stood next to Amanda. Since there was only one chair on the visitor side of Japp's desk, he let Amanda take it by offering it with an open palm hand. She shook her head lightly preferring to stand in front of the man. He was less intimidating that way.

      “What's the damage?” Japp said, taking more of an interest.

      “Well, that's just it, sir. Damage is probably the right word for it.”

      “What are you talking about, Amanda?”

      “Well, sir, first of all, DI Dupin is not responsible for the death of Callum Parker. Without going into all the gory details, the pathology reports state that it was the actual car accident that caused a brain hemorrhage. I'll get the official report to you so you can read it in full, but basically the punch that Dupin threw was not the cause of death. He is in the clear.”

      Japp sat back in his fancy leather chair; it squeaked and groaned in protest. He took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose, looking as if he was trying to get his head around what Amanda had just told him. Eventually he spoke. “Well, that is good news. Thank you. Good news, indeed. I guess we can all rest easy again.”

      “Will you tell DI Dupin, sir, or shall I?”

      “No, I'll tell him. It's only right. Send me the report, though. I don’t doubt the press will be hounding us.”

      “If I may, sir,” Jack began. He waited until Japp glanced his way.

      “Yes, Jack? What is it?”

      “I thought I should mention… The doc reckoned that the family will want another autopsy. They’ll think there's a cover-up, judging by the reaction we've had from them so far. So you are aware, sir.”

      Japp put his head in his hands, his elbows resting on his desk in front of him.

      “Is there ever any good news?” he said.

      “Dr Mitchell is certain in her work,” Amanda said. “Always has been. You know what she's like—I’s dotted T's crossed. She had specialists take a look at Parker's brain and between them they’re certain his death was not caused by a smack on the chin. If there is another autopsy, she'll be present anyway, because that's what happens. So let them request another autopsy: it will come back with the same result. Let's wait and see. Right now, getting Dupin back to work and moving forward is the important thing.”

      “I've been in this game long enough, Amanda, to know that the family won't take this lying down. But we’ll be ready, because it sounds like the facts won't change, and while it's sad that they won't be able to point the finger, nothing will bring their boy back.”

      Japp folded the report he’d been reading before they walked in and slipped his glasses back into their case. “Right, then. I'm off to give the good news to DI Dupin.” He got to his feet, making his leather chair groan again. Perhaps if he lost a pound or two, Amanda thought.

      “Do you want me to accompany you, sir?” Amanda asked, hoping the answer was no.

      “No, thank you, Amanda. I'm quite capable of telling him myself.”

      “Sir,” said Amanda, for the sake of acknowledging him. She glanced at Jack and they both turned to exit his office swiftly, leaving Japp fumbling for something behind them. Without looking back, they headed straight to their desks and busied themselves with paperwork and emails until they were sure he’d left his office.

      When he was safely out of the way, Jack rolled his chair across the carpet towards Amanda's desk and pulled alongside. “He’s such a stiff old dick,” he said with annoyance. “The guy just never smiles.”

      Amanda was replying to an email and replied distractedly, “Some folks are just like that, and I guess he's one of them.” She carried on typing.

      “Do you remember the movie Good Morning Vietnam, with Robin Williams in it?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “There's a scene in it where Williams is getting frustrated at his grumpy general or whoever it was, and before he walks out of the man’s office he turns and says to him something along the lines of ‘I've never met anyone more in need of a blow job than you.’”

      Amanda raised her head and burst out laughing. “How do you remember such things, Jack?”

      “Because I'm saving that saying for one day when I dare myself to use it.”

      “Well, may I suggest DCI Japp is not the man to use it on. I daresay it wouldn't go down too well, and early retirement without pension could be on the cards for you.”

      “It would almost be worth it,” Jack said, waggling his eyebrows. He turned and rolled his chair back to his desk, chuckling as he went. He glanced at the time on his computer screen; it was almost 5 o'clock. Behind him he could hear Amanda gathering her things to leave.

      She was almost certainly going to be late for the flat-warming.
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      Amanda was running late, as usual. She’d contemplated driving over to Fulham, but since Ruth’s dad’s flat-warming wasn't far from a tube station it made sense to let the train take the strain, to quote an ancient TV advert. She’d dashed home, dumped her work gear and changed into a slightly more casual outfit of cotton cargo pants and a raw silk shirt, with a pair of chunky heels. A light application of lipstick and some extra gel rubbed through her blonde locks and she was ready to rumble.

      “It'll have to do,” she said to the mirror, not entirely satisfied with what was staring back at her. She grabbed her bag again, checked for her sunglasses and headed out the front door to her car, which she would leave at the train station car park. Since it was gone 5.30 pm already, there was no way she’d be there for six.

      Once on the train, she dialled Ruth. The carriage going north back into London was almost empty, so she didn't feel bad about having a conversation in a public place and being overheard. Ruth was used to her being late; it came with the territory.

      “Hi, hun,” she said. “Are you on your way here?”

      Ruth never gave her a hard time about her long hours and the things that invariably cropped up at inopportune moments; again, it came with the territory. It was how Amanda’s life had been since she’d joined the force and no doubt would continue to be. She had her eyes set on becoming a DI in the not-too-distant future.

      “I’ve just got on the train, so I’ll be there in about forty minutes if I manage to time the District line connection right. Are there many there already?”

      “I got here early to give Dad a hand. Actually, the place is packed. It's a good job there's a patio outside for the overspill.”

      “Any sandwiches? I'm starved. I bought one for this afternoon, but we ended up back at the morgue. I think I must have left it there.”

      Amanda could hear Ruth chuckle down the phone.

      “Little nibbles, I'm afraid, but I'm sure I can make you a sandwich on the sly if you're that desperate. Dad won't mind. Anyway, I should go and mix and mingle, so I’ll see you when you get here. It's a good job you've not driven. I don't think there's anywhere left to park.”

      “Right. I'll see you when I get there then,” she said, and ended the call.

      The train rattled alongside the ends of the skinny back gardens of houses in Croydon; the tumbledown wooden rear fences of the properties all looked the same. Overgrown brambles, discarded traffic cones, and several supermarket shopping trolleys dying on the embankment gave Amanda something to gaze at as cookie-cutter towns whizzed by and bled into each other.

      She could see her own reflection if she focused her eyes on the window glass in a certain way. It was kind of eerie, almost ghostlike, watching grass banks fly by with an overlaid, stationary image of herself. It reminded her of the movie Girl on the Train.

      The rattling journey to London Victoria took only 20 minutes. She stepped out of the carriage and headed down the platform towards the tube station and the District line. Droves of people were still headed home, back south where she’d come from, and once again she was glad she wasn't part of the daily commuter community, the herd of bored faces on the train to and from work every day. They all looked the same: men and women, all in dark suits with pale shirts, briefcases in hand.

      She navigated stairs and escalators until she found herself on the correct tube platform to get to Fulham Broadway station. From there to Brompton Park, where Gordon Simpson's soirée was being held, was only a couple of minutes’ walk.

      The tube journey from Victoria to Fulham took almost as long as the train journey from Croydon, though with far less to see. The underground tube was one of those places that you tolerated—dirty, hot and dusty no matter what the weather was doing outside—but it was part of London life, of getting around quickly. She settled into her seat and, with nothing in particular to keep her attention, pulled out her phone and surfed the BBC news site. She was not one for Facebook; she saw it as a waste of time, and with precious little downtime in the first place, she wasn't about to spend it on trivial nonsense. So, while Ruth did her crossword puzzles or played word games on her own phone, Amanda like to keep up to date with what was going on in the real world.

      A headline caught her eye: it seemed the press knew the autopsy results already. How could that be?

      Family ‘Scream Blue Murder’

      Amanda doubted it had taken the reporter long to dream that one up. The ‘boys in blue’ insinuation used instead of actually saying; ‘Cop Cover Up.’ She scrolled the page down with her fingers, curious about what the article would say, though really, she had a fair idea, given the headline. It was nothing that they hadn't predicted might happen. But it was another distraction that the team didn't need right now, not to mention more fuel to elevate DCI Japp’s stress levels. She wondered who had leaked the story. Had it been Callum’s parents, or had it been the fiancée? She wasn’t aware that they even knew the results as yet, and couldn’t see Japp dropping in and telling them.

      Given Jack's observations about Melissa Ross—the flighty set of bagpipes—Amanda suspected she’d been the one to throw the match in the jerry can. But still, how did she know if it was indeed her? Jean and Brian Parker were more reserved and too busy grieving to have so much anger. Melissa, on the other hand, seemed more upset at losing her planned inheritance now the wedding was off, and as crass at that seemed, it was plausible. She had a reason to stir things up. Amanda wondered if Callum had had a chance to make a will; it probably hadn't been something he’d thought much about in his short life. Not many young people thought about their own deaths and what they would like to happen to their bodies and belongings after they died.

      No doubt now, though, that there would be a second autopsy, and even though Amanda knew Faye Mitchell's work was always accurate, it wouldn’t be fun to have someone doubting it and asking for a second opinion. From their conversation earlier, though, Faye knew it would be coming; it was to be expected and was nothing unusual. And she’d attend. What happened next would depend on what the second pathologist found. She pitied Dupin and wondered about the strain he was under. Japp would have told him the good news by now, of course, and he would think he was in the clear, but this article would mean the worry would no doubt recommence. And there was still his disciplinary hearing to deal with. At the end of the day, Dupin had hit a man while off duty.

      As the tube pulled into Fulham Broadway station, Amanda gathered her things and made her way to the door, waiting for the train to come to a complete standstill. The station was like a giant garden shed, with natural light streaming through the glass roof. It gave the station a less closed-in feel than some of the others on the District line. Add a truckload of plants and it could look like a greenhouse. The familiar automated warning to mind the gap sounded in her ears as she made her way out and across the platform towards the stairs, and back out up to the high street. She wanted to take a deep breath, but the air above ground wasn’t much different than below it. London never stood still, not for a moment, and the street was packed with people heading home or heading out for something to eat.

      Her stomach rumbled. She could smell cheap, hot pizza and greasy hot dogs as she set off for her father-in-law’s place.
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      By the time Amanda had walked up Seagrave Road, it was almost 6.30 pm. But no one ever arrived at a party on time, so she didn't feel too bad. His new flat was in a nice part of town with plenty of green trees and wide-open pavements; Stamford Bridge stadium was almost spitting distance away. It was a pity Gordon Simpson didn't support Chelsea; he was a Crystal Palace fan through and through and had been for many years.

      The big iron gates of the of the smart residential development where he’d chosen his flat were open; cars had been parked up and down the street. Amanda hadn't realised Gordon Simpson was so popular; he’d always struck her as a bit dour. Maybe singledom suited him. The gentle hum of conversation interspersed with male laughter and the clinking of glasses greeted her as she entered the ground floor flat. Frank Sinatra was singing lightly in the background, though she doubted if anyone had noticed. It wasn't a big flat, but it suited one person; Amanda had no trouble in locating Ruth. Her height and her heels made her relatively easy to spot in the small kitchen, and Amanda made a beeline for her.

      "I'm not too late, and I didn't have to wait long for a tube connection," she said breezily.

      "And you're here now. Shall I make you a sandwich and then you can relax?” Amanda nodded gratefully. “Grab yourself a drink, then, and I’ll meet you outside on the patio,” Ruth said, taking charge.

      "You're a lifesaver. I'm famished."

      Ruth nodded to where the drinks were out on display in the opposite corner of the kitchen and watched as Amanda poured a glass of wine for herself, took a long mouthful and topped it back up.

      "Steady on. You'll not make the evening out if you carry on like that. Bad day, was it?" Ruth called. She was busy buttering bread and adding cheese from the fridge.

      Amanda looked sheepish; god, she must have looked desperate. "On the contrary, actually, so call it a mini-celebration. It seems Dupin is in the clear, which is great news, but I don't think it's the end of it—not yet.”

      "How so?" asked Ruth adding salad cream and cutting the sandwich in two. She arranged the halves on a tiny plate.

      "The family won't accept it, I'm sure of that, so we’re expecting a second autopsy. It just means it drags on a while longer and causes more unrest for everybody, but more so for Dupin."

      Ruth handed the sandwich over and nodded towards the open back door. Amanda took it outside onto the patio to eat in private and wind down a little. Ruth joined her a moment later, her own glass of wine in hand. Amanda had already devoured one half of her sandwich in the few seconds since leaving the kitchen.

      "Don't give yourself indigestion by stuffing it in," Ruth admonished her. “It’s only a sandwich you're eating, not the Crown Jewels.” Amanda visibly slowed down her eating; she didn't want to be embarrassed if anyone saw her.

      "Look, you stay here and eat that, and I'll go mix and mingle. Come out when you're ready,” Ruth said, smiling. Amanda nodded with a mouthful of food and watched Ruth glide off back into the main room, where most of the housewarming guests were sipping and chatting.

      

      Ruth caught her father’s eye and he silently mouthed the word ‘Okay?’ She nodded, and Gordon went back to the conversation he was having with a man who looked like any other commuter who had arrived to a drinks party straight from work. Corporate. Navy-blue. She glanced around the room and noted just a handful of women, many of whom looked like they belonged in Gordon's office by day, the obvious place he’d know them all from. Ruth didn't know anybody at all in the room, only Amanda and Gordon, but as a businesswoman herself, she didn't find a room full of strangers daunting. Scanning the room, she eventually spied someone who wasn't deep in conversation with somebody else. She summed him up. He wasn't dressed like the rest; he was much more casual, in jeans and a T-shirt. Ruth estimated him to be about 20 years younger than Gordon was. Intrigued, she wondered how the two knew one another—unless the guy was a gate-crasher, or a new neighbour.

      Or another long-lost child created up the toilet wall in a Croydon nightclub. Like she had been.

      Figuring he could probably do with some conversation, she made her way across and introduced herself.

      “Hi, I'm Ruth, Gordon's daughter.”

      "And I'm Liam," the stranger said, putting his hand out to shake. "I sit next to Gordon as a season ticket holder at Crystal Palace." Ruth nodded. Liam had a welcoming smile, with eyes that matched it, and was clean shaven. A small but deep pink scar about an inch long on his chin caught her eye, and she wondered how he’d got it. Liam followed her gaze and had an answer ready for her before she asked the question.

      "An old soccer injury," he said. "I got kicked in the face and a boot stud cut me.”

      "Sorry—I didn't mean to stare. That sounds painful. I thought football was a noncontact sport?"

      “It's okay. And yes, you’d think soccer was a noncontact game with all the daft new rules, but it really isn’t. Far from it, in fact, though not as rough as rugby. But our university team could get a bit rowdy at times, and our opposition often took their opportunities—and my chin was one of them.” He flashed his smile again as Gordon approached them from behind Ruth's right shoulder. He leaned in to give Ruth a peck on the cheek.

      “I see you've met Liam already?” Her father had a comforting smile, Ruth thought, as she always did, but then again, didn't all fathers? He reminded her of a worn pair of slippers. For a fleeting moment she wondered if he was lonely on his own. She leaned into his shoulder and put her arm around his waist, pulling him in close.

      "Yes, another football fanatic, just like you. I guess you'll be supporting Chelsea now, will you?" she said teasingly. She winked at Liam, knowing full well that Gordon would never change teams; she was just winding him up.

      "Never in a million years. I’m an Eagle through and through! Though it will be handy when we play them at home, on their turf, I mean."

      Ruth was aware that Amanda had joined them now and was waiting for a gap in the conversation. Gordon pecked her on the cheek in welcome.

      "And how is my favourite daughter-in-law detective?” he asked.

      "I am well, thank you, Gordon,” she said. She glanced across at Liam, waiting for an introduction. Ruth did the honours.

      “This is Liam, Amanda. Sits next to Dad at matches.”

      "A local detective?” Liam asked.

      "I'm out at Croydon, actually. Ruth and I live out that way."

      Liam nodded knowingly, understanding dawning in his eyes.

      "Yes, we are," Amanda said, smiling, sparing him the question. Liam's face coloured slightly with embarrassment.

      Ruth laughed lightly and added, “I guess we stick out like your chin scar.”

      "A lot better looking, though," he said, raising his glass as a toast to cover up his faux pas.

      Amanda thought it best to change the subject and turned to Gordon. "Are you settling in okay, then, Gordon? It’s a lot more local for your work, and it’s a beautiful flat."

      “It's a lot easier to clean, too, and yes, I'm at work in twenty minutes. I should have moved a long time ago.”

      “I was out your way—I mean by the old house—only a few days ago. I wasn't paying too much attention, but I thought I saw some earthmoving machinery out there. Are they having some work done, the new owners?”

      "They've started already, have they? They mentioned they would like to put a pool in, but I didn't think they'd be digging quite yet. Planning permission takes forever."

      "Or perhaps they know somebody at the council," said Liam. "Who you know takes you a long way in this world; that's one thing I've learned in my life. All that study at uni and the people I know have got me further along than any textbook or exam."

      “You’re not far wrong there,” added Amanda. “My job is all about connections and people. I leave the textbook stuff to the crime scene techs and the pathologists, and I spend my time playing a giant game of Who Dunnit.”

      There was polite laughter from Liam and Gordon, but Ruth didn’t join in.

      At all.

      While Liam and Gordon hadn’t noticed, Amanda had.

      She also noticed Ruth’s colour. She was as white as sushi rice.
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      Amanda watched Ruth but didn’t say a word. She looked like corpse, a vacant expression on her face as she stood totally statuesque, silent. It seemed Liam and Gordon hadn’t noticed either; they carried on chatting, oblivious. Amanda felt like she was listening with her head submerged in water; the voices around her were strangely muffled. Time stood still as she watched Ruth’s colour gradually return. She took her forearm, made their excuses and gently steered Ruth towards the front door, telling Gordon she needed some air.

      “Is she all right?” he asked.

      “Probably an empty stomach, and the wine has gone to her head,” she lied, keeping a well-meaning smile in place as she guided Ruth outside. There was a low stone wall to their right, and Amanda steered Ruth over to it to sit down for a moment. The sun was low in the sky, the horizon a beautiful shade of purplish pink with a dash of copper. She still hadn’t said a word. Amanda rubbed the middle of her back in comfort.

      “Are you alright? Do you feel ill?”

      A shake of the head from Ruth.

      “What’s the matter, then?”

      Ruth lifted her head and started to speak, but the words stuck in her throat.

      “I... Light-headed.”

      “Have you eaten? Shall I get you something?” Amanda was concerned now. “Do I need to get help?”

      That did the trick. Ruth turned towards Amanda in alarm.

      “No!” she shouted, then lowered her voice, abashed. “I mean, no thanks. I’m feeling better now. Maybe I do need a sandwich or something. I’ve had a couple of wines on an empty stomach. Silly, really.” She smiled at Amanda, trying to reassure her; she did seem to be coming back round. Standing now and wobbling slightly, she announced, “I’ll make a cup of tea too. Want one?”

      Amanda stood alongside her and their eyes locked. Even in the fading light she could see Ruth’s colour was back to normal. She slipped her arm around her waist and they went back inside to rejoin the celebrations. Gordon glanced over and lifted his chin in question as they went in, and Amanda gave him a discreet thumbs-up. Satisfied all was indeed well, he went back to his conversation with another man in a navy suit. One of the many.

      “Maybe we should head back when you’ve had something to eat?” enquired Amanda.

      “I’m fine. But I am a bit tired. Would you mind if we did?” Ruth was buttering bread again, though this time she topped it off with strawberry jam. “The sugar will do me good,” she explained, as if she needed to, sounding a little cheerier than she had a few moments ago.

      “Not at all. No rush. We’ll go when you’re feeling better. I’ll nip in and tell your dad,” she said, and left Ruth to finish her sandwich.

      Amanda could see Gordon was deep in conversation with a grey-haired man in yet another navy suit; she waited for a break in the discussion and then quietly told Gordon they were about to leave.

      “Tell her I’ll call tomorrow, and thanks for coming, the two of you.” He beamed as he pecked Amanda lovingly on the cheek. Amanda had always found Gordon easy to get along with; everyone liked Gordon Simpson, the salt of the earth, and she was no exception. She pecked him back and gave him a light wave as she went back to the kitchen. She found Ruth staring out of the window, her hands prayer-like in front of her mouth as though she were deep in thought. The jam sandwich lay uneaten on a small plate by the sink to her side. Amanda waited; the sound of jumbled conversation carried on behind her, interspersed with bursts of laughter. It was going to be a late night for Gordon and his friends.

      “All set?” Amanda enquired, making Ruth jump a little at the sound of her voice. She turned, grabbed her sandwich and, slinging her bag over her shoulder, linked her arm through Amanda’s.

      “Yes.”

      “Gordon will call you tomorrow, he said. He’s busy being the social butterfly, so I told him we’d let ourselves out.”

      Ruth took a bite of the sandwich and they headed back outside, down through the shared driveway and out onto the pavement. The amber glow of streetlights warming up cast the world in half colour as they made their way towards the tube station. Ruth stayed silent and Amanda let her be, not wanting to intrude on whatever it was that was bothering her. Not yet, anyway.

      Fulham Broadway was as busy at dusk as it had been coming up to rush hour. As they stood on the District Line platform that would take them back to Victoria station, Ruth finally spoke.

      “Sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me,” she said. “But I feel much better now. Maybe I did just need some food and air. I hope I didn’t wreck your evening after dragging you all the way out here.”

      “As long as you’re alright and feeling better,” Amanda reassured her. “I’m glad to be headed back, actually, between you and me.”

      A heavy breeze pushed itself onto their platform; a crisp packet blew into the air and tumbled back down onto the rails below. Their tube was about the enter the station. The mechanical roar drowned out all conversation until the train eventually came to a standstill, and the automated voice reminded travellers of the ever-present gap. The carriage was almost full, but they managed to find seats adjacent to each other. Not wanting the occupants, at least those without buds in their ears, listening in to their conversation, they opted for a silent journey, each using their own thoughts to entertain them until Victoria.

      If Amanda could have looked inside Ruth’s head, she’d have seen what was really troubling her.

      And it was far from entertaining.
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      Ruth stayed quiet all the way home. Inside her head all sorts of eventualities were buzzing around, visions of what might happen if the secret came out. Her father had only just got his life back together, moved to a new flat, and things were going well for him; to have something like this come along and mess it all up wasn't fair. She herself could deal with the headaches it would inevitably bring, because she was prepared for it, but not her father. And suspicion would fall on both their shoulders, she was sure. She’d gone straight to bed when they got home and had then lain awake half the night staring up at the ceiling, knowing sleep would never come. It had been a long night.

      At 4.30 AM she’d crept out of bed, eyes swollen with exhaustion, feeling like she’d been punched. She grabbed her robe and slipped down to the kitchen. The room was pitch black; it was far too early for the sun to be up. She switched on the light and filled the kettle to make her first cup of tea of the day. Looking out of the kitchen window, she could see only her reflection staring back at her—it was like looking at an image printed on a blackboard. It was a pity she couldn’t rub some bits out. Her swollen eyes looked like they’d been crying, though she hadn’t. Turning the tap back on, she splashed cold water on her face and dried it on the kitchen towel. She knew she looked like hell, but she could blame it on the housewarming. Her work colleagues would tease her that she’d had too much to drink, and she’d let them believe their own story. Because the real story was far more sinister, far more unbelievable, and far more serious.

      Her stomach rumbled as she dropped two slices of bread into the toaster. Normally she’d go for a run, but she didn't know if she had the energy this morning, even though she knew it would help to sort her thoughts out, keep her mind in check as well as wake her up. She’d decide when she’d eaten her toast. The sound of water running upstairs caught her attention; Amanda was up. Tuning her ears to the sounds of the house, she soon heard footsteps lightly descending the stairs. In a moment the kitchen door would open, and Amanda would be standing there asking if she was okay, why she was up so early. Ruth realised she would have to go for her run in order to keep away from the awkward questions. It would do her good anyway, in more ways than one. No sooner had she finished the thought than Amanda appeared in the doorway wearing her pink fluffy bathrobe stifling a yawn, her blonde hair sticking up in all directions.

      Ruth found some energy and pushed most of it into her opening sentence. “Morning,” she said brightly, forcing the words to sound cheery. Amanda smiled and muttered ‘morning’ back. It was far too early for her. “I'll make you some tea,” Ruth offered, and stood to do the necessary as Amanda sat down at the table with a thump.

      “Going for a run?” Amanda enquired,

      It looked like the decision had been taken out of her hands. “I fancied some toast first, then I'm off. Should I put you some in?”

      “Too early for me, thanks. Just the tea,” as a steaming mug was placed in front of her. Either Amanda hadn't seen Ruth looking so tired or she was ignoring it, but either way she didn't ask.

      “What does your day hold for you?” Ruth asked her. “Have you got much on?”

      Amanda stared into her tea and mumbled, “Hopefully Dupin is back today. That could mean the press will be hassling us, but it will be good to have him back. It must've been hard on him. I’d have hated to be in his shoes with such an accusation hanging over me.”

      “I can't imagine what it would be like, being up for manslaughter or murder. Amazing how a horrible situation can arise out of something that started out so innocently.”

      Amanda glanced up from her tea, a questioning look on her face. “Cheery thought,” she said sarcastically.

      “It's true,” protested Ruth. “Sometimes we have no control over the outcome, because fate intervenes. And we have no control over what others do; sometimes other people’s actions force us to act out of character.”

      Amanda nodded and gave her a thoughtful look. It was a bit deep for so early in the morning.

      “I’d better get out there,” Ruth announced taking the remaining half slice of toast with her. “I'll see you in an hour,” she added, and headed off back upstairs to get changed.

      Amanda took a sip of tea and mulled over Ruth’s last words. She knew Ruth wasn't acting normally and that she hadn’t had much sleep during the night. Whatever it was that was playing on her mind, she hoped it passed soon. Amanda hadn’t got much sleep either, having been fully aware that Ruth was wide awake and restless. She heard the clunk of the front door closing and hoped her run would help her manage to work through whatever was bugging her before she got back.
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      By the time Ruth returned home, the sky over Croydon was a pale blue with the promise of sunshine to come. Birds flitted from branch to branch in search of breakfast; some worked the ground with their feet to bring worms to the surface. Amanda was dressed and almost ready to leave, figuring she might as well go in to the station early since she was up; there was always something to do. Not to mention the fact she fancied a McDonald's for breakfast. And their coffee wasn't half bad.

      Ruth's face was beet red and sweat glistened on her neck as she stood outside on the patio, a hand towel draped around her shoulders, trying to cool off. She swigged back a glass of water and tipped the last couple of inches into a nearby pot plant. She stood, panting, looking down at the herb garden. A light dew covered everything, making the plants twinkle in the early morning light.

      “I must make some basil ice cubes with all that basil; there’s no sense in wasting it. And the same with the coriander,” she said.

      On the other side of the open door, Amanda grunted absently in reply; she was only half-listening. Green-fingered she was not, nor was she a chef, but she was good at other things. Luckily Ruth had both those skills; otherwise, it would be takeaway every night and even Amanda would have to contemplate running to keep her weight under control. It was hard enough as it was.

      “Right, I'm off,” she said. “Speak to you later.” She planted a quick peck on Ruth’s cheek. Feeling a little more upbeat, she said, “I bet Gordon's got a bit of a headache this morning. The flat-warming was in full swing when we left.”

      “I'll call him later, see how he is.”

      “Good idea. He’ll want to know how you are, after what happened to you last night. He was a bit worried, I think.”

      “I'll call him,” Ruth assured her. “Well, I’d better go get in the shower before I drip sweat all over the place. Have a good one.”

      Amanda grabbed her keys and phone and headed out. As the front door clicked closed, Ruth was halfway up the stairs to the bathroom.

      

      The smell of hot bacon and sausage muffins greeted Amanda's nostrils as she entered McDonald's. Rather than collecting her breakfast through the drive-through window and eating it in the car park, she decided to park up properly and head inside for a change; that way her car wouldn’t stink later. It was also less messy; eating in the car, she invariably dropped something and made a grease mark. It was a habit she’d picked up from Jack; he hated eating inside with all the noisy kids and preferred the comfort of his own vehicle.

      She placed her order, collected her meal and sat down. Four young boys and a man Amanda assumed was their father sat at a table a couple across from hers. The boys all looked a similar age and were dressed in their school uniforms, enjoying a greasy breakfast. She wondered if it was a birthday breakfast for one of the boys, or a special treat, or maybe their father was just short on time or patience and McDonald's fitted the bill. She hoped they didn't make a habit of it, though she was hardly one to talk, sat with her own sausage and egg muffin, a sheen on her lips that wasn’t lip gloss.

      She glanced again at their eager young faces as they tucked into their breakfast and realised they all looked quite similar to each other and the man with them; there was no mistaking that he was their father. She wondered where their mother was, if they had one, even; perhaps he’d taken them out for breakfast to give her a break. The boys weren't quadruplets, she realised, but they could be two sets of twins. Either way, four boys around seven years old would be a handful, tough work.

      Her phone warbled out the opening bars of ELO’s “Mr Blue Sky”—Jack. She wiped her mouth and fingers on a serviette before swiping the screen the take the call.

      “Morning,” she said brightly. “Another early bird.”

      “The best way to see the sunrise is to get up for it.”

      “And another deep thinker this morning, too, I might add.”

      “Where are you? You’re obviously not at home. No, don't tell me: you're at McDonald's again.”

      How the hell did Jack know that?

      “What on earth makes you think that?”

      “The background noises, for one, and I know you're partial to a bacon or sausage muffin if it’s early. I'm right, aren’t I?”

      “You’re one talented detective, Jack.”

      “Someone's a bit cranky this morning,” he said. “What's bugging you?”

      “Just tired.”

      “A big night at the party, was it?”

      “You could say that. Anyway, I’m sure you didn't ring to find out how the flat-warming went. What do you need, Jack?” She sipped her coffee.

      “I'm ringing to warn you, actually. There's a bit of a crowd gathered already at the station, outside the front doors. Some are press, but there are quite a few of the public and they don't look too happy.”

      Amanda groaned; there was no need to ask what the gathering was all about.

      “Thank goodness for rear entrances. I appreciate the head-up, Jack. Don't tell me you’re at work already?”

      “No, not yet, but I did go and pick up Mrs Stewart this morning because her car is in for service, and we drove by the station on the way back. I hope that mob doesn't get any bigger.”

      “No doubt Japp will sort it out when he gets in. He can hardly send Dupin out to do the job. I wouldn't want to be in Dupin's shoes this morning.”

      “Neither would I, and while we know he’s innocent, I'm guessing the angry mob out front are on the family’s side and screaming ‘cover-up.’ I wonder if the Parkers are with them, along with Miss Bagpipes.”

      Amanda couldn't help but smile at Jack's nickname for Melissa Ross. Political correctness wasn't his strong point.
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      Dupin felt like a 16-year-old heading out for his first day on the job. Butterflies had been replaced by bats, and they were bouncing off the insides of his stomach as they tried to get out. He was glad to be going back to work but apprehensive at the same time, because not everyone was happy at the autopsy results. He turned the radio on to take his mind off it, but the incessant chatter of the two co-hosts grated on his nerves. He searched through stations, keeping one hand on the wheel, looking for some soothing classical music. If he was going to arrive at work in a calm state, he needed something to help that happen. Piano music filled the car as he settled on the station. He had no idea what the tune was—it wasn't one of the more popular classical pieces—but it would do for now.

      The lane was clear and the leafy green trees dappled the tarmac with a lacy pattern as the early morning sun filtered through. He was lucky he could live out of town; many couldn't afford to, or didn't want the commute time, but he loved the outdoors. He and Lyn had chosen a smaller house in a green area rather than a big flat in a concrete jungle; he was not interested in keeping up with the Joneses.

      It was coming up to 8 am as Dupin waited for the electric gates to roll back so he could pull into the station yard. Several cars belonging to his team were parked up already. He found a parking space, then turned his engine off and sat for a moment, just thinking. How would the team react, he wondered? While they all knew he was innocent now, he knew there had been doubt in some people's minds before the results had come in. He was aware of his nickname, that people called him Dopey behind his back, and he wondered if now they still viewed him in the same way. He'd never been dopey, not in his mind anyway, but obviously some people thought differently. It was time to go inside and pick up where he’d left off only a few days ago.

      He gathered his briefcase and his lunchbox and stepped out of the car, pushing his shoulders back to stand as tall as he was able as he headed for the rear entrance. If anyone was watching on the CCTV camera, they weren't going to see a shrunken, solemn man. He had a team to run and experience to give, so it was business as usual as far as he was concerned.

      Walking down the tiled corridor towards the squad room and his office, he noticed that the station seemed unusually quiet. As he entered the squad room, his team, who were all stood to order around their desks, turned towards him. Amanda caught his eye first; she beamed at him as she led a round of applause to welcome their DI back into the fold. He relaxed his shoulders and grinned despite himself as the applause got louder and his colleagues started towards him. Amanda shook his hand first, and the butterflies began to leave his stomach as each person in turn welcomed him back with more handshakes and slaps on the back. He needn't have felt so nervous, it seemed.

      Conscious that people were waiting for him to say something, he gathered his thoughts as everyone took their seats. He took in the faces around the room feeling thankful for a decent bunch of work colleagues. He dropped his briefcase and lunchbox on a nearby desk and addressed his audience.

      “I don't really know what to say, apart from a huge thank you. I wasn't sure what sort of reception I would get, but I certainly wasn't expecting this, and I thank you for your support from the bottom of my boots.” There was a bit of polite laughter. “It's been a difficult time for me, and the journey isn't yet over, but at least I'm back at work where I can do some good. I’ve still got a disciplinary to face, but I can handle that, I’m sure.”

      A low rumble of ‘Hear, hear!’ spread across the squad room.

      “Until I know what’s what,” he went on, “why don't I hand over to Amanda, who can fill us all in. Particularly me!”

      He smiled and stepped aside as Amanda came forward. She stood at the front of the room and took the briefing on where they were with current cases and issued instructions, while Dupin took it all in. When she was finished, Dupin nodded his thanks and headed back to his office, where he’d most likely stay until lunchtime.

      At 12 o'clock, Jack ventured out to the front of the station to see if the crowd had dissipated at all. It hadn't, but it hadn’t grown from what he’d seen earlier, either. He recognised a couple of faces from his spot just inside the door: the local press, a couple of hosts from TV stations and a sizeable bunch of people waving placards. They all carried the same message in various ways, each demanding Dupin's resignation or accusing the police of a cover-up. But what did they know? They were running on passion and motivation, Jack knew—it was facts that declared a person’s innocence, and facts that had declared Dupin's innocence and verified that there was no conspiracy theory.

      They’d get bored eventually. And hungry. The police station was an odd place to hold a protest, a daring place to protest, but Jack figured they'd all be gone by teatime. He hoped so; he craved normalcy again.
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      Jack was ready with another tin of chocolate biscuits. He hadn't seen Mac McAllister for some months, not since the man had been sentenced. He was a rough character, for sure; there was no ‘rough diamond’ about Mac McAllister. He wasn't even the start of the diamond; he was so far away from being a piece of coal that he was prehistoric vegetation. Jack wasn't scared of him, but he knew people who were. They say some dog owners look like their pets, and if McAllister was a dog owner, he'd be a mixture of a bulldog and a bull mastiff. Two purebreds crossed to accelerate the menace. Jack wondered how the man was doing inside prison, and if he'd met his match yet. Someone surely would have wanted to take him on, if only for a bet.

      He parked in the same spot he’d used on his last visit and headed to the reception area, where the same prison officer from the previous day was on duty. He wore the same dandruff and the same vacant expression and still showed no obvious signs of personality whatsoever, and simply nodded as Jack approached the desk.

      “Hello again,” Jack said, not letting the man's dour persona change his own mood or manners.

      “Morning,” was all he got back.

      “Is Mino in today, by chance?”

      “He is.”

      “Could you please tell him I'm here? DC Jack Rutherford, in case you can’t remember.”

      The officer made a face like Jack had disturbed him from something important—again. Making the phone call to tell Mino he had a visitor was akin to an hour of hard labour, apparently. Jack moved away from the desk while he waited. Since the officer was not going to be big on conversation, he didn't feel the need to hang around. He moved over to the window to wait. A couple of minutes later he heard a familiar voice behind him and turned to see Mino standing there. His acne seemed worse than the previous day, and it looked sore. He must have noticed Jack looking and instinctively touched his hand to his face as if to cover it. Jack held out a Sainsbury's shopping bag and, without looking, Mino accepted it, knowing exactly what it contained.

      “I’m assuming he still doesn't know?” Jack said.

      “I haven't told him, and since nobody else knows you were planning a repeat visit today, I'm guessing he still doesn't.” Raising the carrier bag slightly, Mino added “Thanks for these. I'll tell him he has a visitor. Take a pew. I'll be back shortly.”

      Jack watched the youngster head out through an internal door and went over in his mind what he was going to say to McAllister when he finally got in front of him. It was a shame he couldn't start by punching him in the face, but those times were long gone. He was reminded briefly of Dupin and his recent altercation. It wasn’t worth the bother.

      It was almost ten minutes later when Mino waved at him to follow him through the door and down the concrete corridor towards the visitor rooms. They stopped outside a metallic grey door.

      “I’ll leave you to it. Just knock twice when you're ready to leave,” Mino told him.

      Jack nodded his understanding and slipped inside.

      If McAllister was shocked to see Jack, he didn't show it. In fact, he showed no emotion whatsoever, no interest in Jack at all.

      “I thought a visitor would ease the monotony of your day. I don't suppose you get too many?”

      “I get my share,” McAllister said curtly. “What do you want, anyhow?”

      “Now, that's not very friendly,” said Jack.

      “It's a prison, in case you haven't realised,” said McAllister sarcastically.

      Jack ignored him. He pulled out a plastic chair and sat down opposite the big man. Prison food alters the shape of a man, but spending time in the gym had kept McAllister’s bulk firm.

      “This place must be agreeing with you; you look in good shape.”

      “I'm sure you didn't come to compliment me. What can I do for you, Detective?”

      “That's more like it. Here’s what I'm interested in. But you’ll need to cast your mind right back.”

      “Oh?”

      “You remember Michael Hardesty, don't you?”

      “And?”

      “What can you tell me about what happened all those years ago?”

      “Nothing you don't already know. The guy killed my brother Chesney. And now he is doing time, as he deserves.”

      “Why are you so certain he killed your brother?”

      “Because he was found guilty. Everyone knows he killed Chesney. Now, if that’s all you want to talk about,” he said standing. The metal feet from his chair scraped noisily on the floor. Chairs weren't bolted down in this room; they didn't need to be. McAllister wasn't considered a high enough risk.

      “Sit down, would you?” demanded Jack. “Only I'm not so sure it's as simple as that anymore.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I've been taking a look at the old case; I’ve just been working on a similar one that happened only a few days ago.”

      “You mean that dick Dupin? I saw it on the news. Serves him right.”

      “Well, I'm guessing you haven't seen the latest news; otherwise, you would know that he wasn't responsible for that death.”

      McAllister sat back in his chair with his hands behind his head and smiled up at the ceiling.

      “Bloody convenient. What did he have to do to cover it up?”

      “Well, nothing, as it happens. Pathology doesn't lie. You see, a pathologist deals with facts, not gut instinct; not opinion, but facts. The pathologist found Dupin was in no way responsible.”

      “I see where you're going with this now. You're wondering if the same thing happened and Hardesty isn’t responsible.”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “Why are you bothering? It's my understanding that he’ll be out soon enough.”

      “I wouldn't call another two years soon enough. So, back to my original question. What do you remember about that night and the events that followed?”

      “I'm not telling you a damn thing; you can go to hell. Hardesty deserves everything he got, and he'd better watch out when he gets out, because families are like elephants. We never forget.”

      McAllister stood abruptly, strode to the door and banged on it twice with his fist. He paced for a moment until the officer unlocked the door and he was led from the room back down the corridor to his cell. Jack sat alone, staring at the painted concrete blocks, and wondered if he’d handled it the right way. McAllister now knew what Jack was on to, and also knew that Hardesty was an inmate in the same prison, and how long he had left to serve. Jack would have been more surprised if he hadn't known. He hoped he hadn't made things worse for Hardesty, who was a damn sight frailer-looking than McAllister had been. He’d ask Mino about his health on the way out.
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      Jack was back at the station a good deal earlier than lunchtime this time. His main task for the day was already done—though the job wasn't finished yet. Amanda knew where he was, so at least he didn’t need to explain his whereabouts to her. And since Dupin was closeted in his office, he’d no sooner have any idea where Jack was that he would the square root of 96. Jack smiled at the thought—the square root of 96. He had no idea either, actually. He’d managed to get through school at a limp and charm his way into the force—education had been low down on Jack’s list of priorities as a youngster. All he’d wanted to do was play in a band, be a drummer, but he’d never given it a chance.

      Walking down the corridor towards the squad room, he caught a whiff of what was cooking in the canteen for lunch, though he couldn't detect exactly what it was. That was never a good thing; it meant it would be something mediocre and nondescript like beef casserole. Curry was always on Friday and one to look forward to; it was his indulgence each week. For the rest of the time, doctor’s orders were a sandwich or a salad.

      He inhaled again. Pie and chips, maybe? But try as he might, he couldn't identify the aroma.

      Up ahead he saw Dupin leaving the squad room and heading his way. Jack had to admit, it was good to have the guy back at work. Dopey as he might be, the team had felt rudderless without him. Jack nodded politely as Dupin approached him, and to his surprise Dupin pulled up in front of him.

      “Jack,” he said, “I've been meaning to talk to you, but with everything that's been going on, it fell by the wayside. I've got to go out now, but come and see me when I get back later on this afternoon, would you? I’ll be in my office later.”

      “Will do,” said Jack, curious to know what the DI wanted to talk to him about. It was obviously something from before the accident, though he couldn't think what it could be. Dupin was already walking away, clearly in a hurry, and waved back at Jack as he went. Jack shrugged and carried on to the squad room and a fresh coffee.

      As he turned the corner, Amanda leaped up from her desk and hurried towards him. She took Jack by the shoulder and guided him urgently to the coffee cupboard, which was where he was about to head anyway. She closed the door and stood with her back to it, arms folded.

      “Are you going to tell me what's bugging you?” asked Jack, “or are you going to keep me a prisoner in here all day?” He was smiling, but Amanda wasn’t.

      She took a deep breath and let it out again.

      “The second autopsy is scheduled for the day after tomorrow. Faye is aware, of course, and knows the pathologist that the family organised, as you might expect.”

      “So, what's the problem? We knew this would happen.”

      “This particular pathologist is particularly picky. I guess I'm just hoping that what we thought was all over will in fact stay all over. And I know Faye is concerned, because if the pathologist, comes back with different results, it’ll be one all. Then who do we believe? Will there have to be another autopsy to decide between the two results?” Her voice was getting higher in pitch.

      “I know who I would believe. But the family without a doubt would go with the latest autopsy if the results fitted their belief.”

      “Oh, of course they would, Jack. That's what they're hoping for.”

      “You know as well as I know that Faye Mitchell is our own version of Dr Picky, so I'm not worried.”

      “I wish I could be as confident as you are,” she said, rubbing her forehead with the palm of her hand. Tiredness was catching up with her.

      “Until the new autopsy results are in, there is absolutely no point in thinking or worrying about any possible outcome other than what we already know,” he told her. “It will wear you down.”

      Amanda nodded gloomily.

      “Will you attend it? Or do you want me to go?” he asked her.

      “I'm not sure any police officer would be welcome, actually, Jack. But thanks for the offer.” She checked her wristwatch. It was coming up to 11 am. “I need something sweet,” she said. “Do you want anything?”

      Jack rummaged deep in his pockets for loose change for the machine and pulled out a couple of gold coins. “I'll have a Kit Kat, please, if you're going,” he said, and handed over the money. “Do you want another coffee? You look like you could use one.”

      She moved away from the door and nodded yes as she slipped out. As she walked through the squad room towards the vending machine, she glimpsed the crowd that was still gathered outside the front of the station. It looked like they were in for the day. But the crowd weren't her concern, and she focused on purchasing a Kit Kat and a Mars bar to tide herself and Jack through until lunchtime. The machine wasn’t co-operating.

      Waiting for Jack’s Kit Kat purchase to complete, she glanced again at the crowd outside and took a moment to read some of the messages on the placards. Some had been quite creative in their phrasing, and others needed to learn how to spell properly, but the gist of what they were trying to say was clear to anyone who could read. As she scanned the group, a familiar face caught her eye: Melissa ‘Bagpipes’ Ross. She was brandishing a banner and shouting, and appeared to be the one leading the demonstration. Amanda looked for Mr and Mrs Parker but they didn’t seem to be there. Maybe Jack was right: maybe Melissa was leading this, whatever ‘this’ was. Maybe she felt cheated out of more than the death of her fiancé and was looking for a result that suited her needs.

      The second autopsy couldn't come soon enough, Amanda thought. She hoped that Dr Mitchell’s findings would be corroborated, that things would settle back down to normal by the end of the week. When something happened to someone close to you, she knew, it felt a whole lot more personal than any other case. Dupin was one of their own and still might face prison time. It would hurt everyone that knew him.

      She must have been stood a while, because she felt Jack by her side.

      “I’ll sort it, you get the coffee.”
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      Jack kicked the vending machine for a second time. “Damn thing,” he cursed. “You never do what you say you'll do.” The Kit Kat still hadn’t shaken loose.

      Raj was approaching the machine, counting change into the palm of his hand. “Playing up again, is it?”

      “It seems you can buy one item, but the second one always gets stuck—and the second one is my Kit Kat.”

      “Always the way. I find if you whack it just here with the heel of your hand rather than your foot, it works just fine.” Jack raised his eyebrows. “Trial and error,” Raj answered, “but trust me: the heel of your hand, right there.” He pointed just below the coin slot.

      Jack gave it a whack and his Kit Kat fell down into the tray below. “Well, blow me down,” he said. “What do you know.”

      “Like I said,” said Raj. “Trial and error.”

      Jack stood aside so that Raj could get his purchase and watched as the first item came free with ease, but his packet of salt and vinegar crisps required the help of a thump from Raj’s palm before the packet fell free from the machine. Raj turned and gave Jack a ‘told you so’ look. Satisfied they each had what they’d come for, they headed back to the squad room.

      Amanda was on the phone, frowning and evidently deep in conversation with somebody, as Jack approached her desk. She waved for him to stay until she’d finished the call. Who she was talking to he’d no idea, but from the look on her face, something was afoot. He waited patiently like a schoolboy standing outside the headmaster’s door.

      At last, she finished her call and sat back in her chair. She stayed silent for a moment, obviously pondering whatever the caller had told her. Eventually she turned towards Jack and said, “You're never going to believe what I’m about to tell you.”

      “Oh? Try me.” He pushed her Mars bar across the desk to her, but she ignored it—a bad sign. Clearly something serious had happened. He pulled a chair from a nearby empty desk and sat down opposite her, their knees almost touching.

      He waited. And waited some more.

      Finally, she turned towards him and locked eyes with him as she delivered the news.

      “They’ve found a body.”

      “Right.”

      She took a deep breath before starting the sentence again. “They found a body, and it’s in Gordon's old backyard. They were using a digger, and they've dug up a body.”

      It took a moment for Jack to realise exactly what Amanda was telling him. A body had been dug up in her father-in-law's old garden. Not good.

      “Holy shit.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Well, I guess we’d better head over there and see what's what.”

      “I guess we’d better,” she said, gathering her bag and car keys as though she were on autopilot.

      Jack followed her uneasily out and down the corridor.

      

      The late morning sunshine was warm on their shoulders as they slipped inside Amanda's car. Jack wound his window down as they pulled out of the car park; there was no need for air-conditioning just yet. She still hadn't said much, so Jack didn't fill the empty space with conversation. He figured her brain was working overtime about how this could all turn out. It wasn't every day a body was dug up in the garden of the house your father-in-law had just vacated. And what about Ruth?

      Traffic moved relatively freely as they headed south onto the bypass, towards Caterham and a house Amanda had visited many times in the past. Not only had it been her father-in-law’s house; it also wasn't the first time they'd both been there in connection with a crime. Jack wondered if it was anything to do with Des Walker, a missing landscaper they’d been searching for a couple of years ago. They'd interviewed Madeline Simpson, the lady of the house, about his disappearance, and while Jack hadn’t thought there was anything to it, Amanda hadn't been as certain.

      When Madeline Simpson had died in an accident a short time later, the investigating officers had been forced to put Walker's disappearance down to his simply going AWOL. He’d owed money, he was an adult, and he was entitled to leave town any time he liked and not tell a soul. And that's what Jack thought had happened.

      With news of a body being dug up, however, he knew he might have to change his thinking.

      “Are you thinking of the landscaper?” Jack enquired.

      “I'm trying not to think about the landscaper. There is no reason to think it's him. That could just be a coincidence.”

      “We know they don't exist, not in our game.”

      “Alright, then. I'm hoping that we’re wrong, that the Simpsons had nothing to do with this.”

      “I hear you. Let's wait and see.”

      They drove the rest of the journey in silence, each thinking of possibilities but neither voicing their thoughts. As they pulled into Oakwood Rise and headed to Gordon Simpson's old house, they could see the earthmoving equipment, along with a group of men taking an early lunch. They’d obviously downed tools at their find.

      Jack and Amanda got out of the car and approached the gathering, and a man with a sunburnt face wearing a yellow hardhat stood and greeted the two of them.

      “Phil Springer,” the man said, introducing himself.

      Jack took out his warrant card and flashed it. “Detective Jack Rutherford, and this is Detective Amanda Lacey. Are you in charge, Mr Springer?”

      “I am, yes. It was me that found the body.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Not much to tell, really. I was digging the earth out for the pool, shifting the earth into the truck, and the next minute I could see what appeared to be a long bone sticking out of a pair of jeans, or the remains of a pair of jeans. I put the digger bucket down, had a closer snoop, and nothing has been touched since. Thought I'd better call you lot.”

      “Then we’d better take a look,” said Jack. Amanda still hadn't said anything, leaving it all to Jack. The three of them walked over to where the digger had been working, treading carefully so anything that might be important wasn't destroyed underfoot. As soon as they’d taken a look, Jack would contact the SOCO team to come out and do their bit.

      He stood looking into the hole that the digger had already excavated for the new pool. It was going to be some pool. In the jaws of the digger's bucket was what the man had described: a boot with a long bone sticking out of it and blue cloth that looked like denim. More bones and cloth were visible at the bottom of the hole.

      Jack stood and stared at them. Amanda was still deathly quiet.

      “I’m going to have to close this site down while we investigate,” Jack told Springer, “so once we've spoken to each of your men, you may as well all go home. We will remove the body; I think it's fair to say it’s a human body.”

      “And how long do you think that will be?” Phil asked. “I'm paying for the hire of this equipment, and I can't afford for it to sit idle.”

      “I'm afraid that's exactly what's going to happen, Mr Springer. That's just the way it has to be. It's inconvenient, I know, but we have a crime scene here now, and that takes priority. If I were you, I'd have a chat to your hire company. It's not your fault.” Phil Springer grunted. “Why don't you carry on with your lunch, and we’ll take a statement from each of you shortly.”

      “Right,” Springer said defeatedly. The man was obviously thinking about the added cost to his project. Not to mention the homeowners’ annoyance at their pool works stalling.

      “Have you notified the owners of the property, by chance?” asked Jack.

      “No, not yet. Do you want me to call them?”

      “Yes, please. At the very least, they'll be wanting to know why you've downed tools. I’ll need their details also, so we can speak to them too, though I doubt they have any involvement from what I can see here. They wouldn’t be stupid enough to bury a body and then have you dig it up, I'm sure. And this body has been in the ground some time.”

      Jack watched as the man returned to his team to deliver the news, and then took his phone out and called the SOCO team.

      He also called Dr Faye Mitchell. She’d want to take a close look at this one.
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      Amanda still seemed to be in a world of her own, and Jack couldn't understand why. She was always so gung-ho when a new case came in. But today she was different; vacant, worried-looking. Yes, this was Gordon's old place, but why was that having such an effect on her? Maybe it was just the connection with Ruth, but again, why would that be so bad? Ruth and her father weren't responsible. And Madeline Simpson had been exonerated, even though Amanda had had a bee in her bonnet at the time, suspecting the woman was involved somehow. He took his vending-machine Kit Kat from his pocket and unwrapped it, then slipped a stick into his mouth while his thoughts circulated in his head. What could possibly have happened here? And to whom?

      If this was the landscaper, Des Walker, in the hole, this would be a very interesting coincidence. It was well known that he had had gambling debts. And the local bookie’s shop was owned by the very same Mac McAllister that Jack had been to see only a few hours ago at the prison. Jack didn't think McAllister was a murderer, but even if he had killed Walker, why would he have buried him in the garden that he was working in? Not to mention the fact that he'd never get his money back by killing the man. It was stupid and didn’t make sense. As for coincidences, Jack had never believed in them.

      He peeled the foil off the remaining sticks of Kit Kat and munched on them one by one, staring down into the red clay earth. The digger parked nearby reminded him of the giant orange one that had sat in this very same garden back then, awaiting its driver, the landscaper who had walked off the job and never come back.

      Or maybe he had.

      His stomach rumbled a little—the Kit Kat was not enough—and he wondered if Amanda wanted her Mars bar. She was standing by the group of builders and didn’t look to be doing much other than gazing around, so he headed over to have a chat with her. Three of the men stared at him as he approached. The dust from the excavation covered his shoes in a thin film, turning their formal black finish into a tan colour. It was a good job it wasn't winter; he’d need his Wellington boots. He nodded sideways at Amanda, indicating for her to follow him away from flapping ears. She took the hint and moved alongside him as they headed back towards her vehicle.

      “Something is wrong, Amanda,” Jack said. “You’re not behaving like you normally do. What gives?”

      She let out a deep sigh before replying. “It just seems… it seems so, oh, I don't know…”

      Jack filled in the blanks for her. “It just seems a bit close to home. Is that what you mean?”

      “I guess so. It’s not even my home. And I barely knew Gordon a couple of years ago; barely knew him at all.”

      Jack nodded, letting her find her words as she carried on. “He just doesn't seem the type to do something like this, and for what reason? Why would he have a body in his garden and then just wait for someone to possibly dig it up?

      “It’s most likely not Gordon, like you said. What’s the motive? Why bury someone in your own garden? And he sure as hell wouldn't have bothered moving house; he’d have stayed here forever, keeping this secret buried—literally. So that leaves the only other person who’s lived in this house in the last couple of years.”

      “Madeline Simpson.”

      They stood quietly for a few moments; they both knew Amanda’s feelings about her.

      At length, Jack spoke again. “I guess if we have an inkling of who this body might be, it won’t take long to get a name. Once we've got the dental records, identification shouldn't take too long at all. Let’s hope we have teeth in that skull still buried in there,” he said, pointing. “There’s hardly anything left of him. Or her.”

      “Let's hope so, but we’ve got to interview Gordon. And depending on what he says and how long this body has been in there, there could be others.”

      “Others?” enquired Jack.

      “I don't mean others buried. I mean others to interview. Gordon lived in this house with Madeline for years. I can't see there being anybody else involved. You sure as hell would know if someone had dug your garden up and buried a body in it if it wasn't you or your wife. And that's another question—how would Madeline manage to bury a body without Gordon knowing?”

      Jack grunted; it was feasible, but just barely.

      “Look at Peter and Sonia Sutcliffe,” Amanda went on. “She had no clue what he was up to. Though he said he’d wanted to confess to her. He told her himself, you know, when he was arrested. He didn’t want the police to tell her what he’d done. Poor woman.”

      “What are you going to tell Ruth, and what are you going to do about Gordon?” Jack asked.

      “We need to speak to them both, obviously, and the current homeowners.”

      “Why don’t I talk to Gordon?” offered Jack.

      “And I’ll tell Ruth,” said Amanda glumly.
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      With the scene of crime officers already on their way, Amanda had no choice but to ring Ruth. She knew exactly how she would react and was dreading it. Who wouldn't be? Finding a body buried in the garden of somebody you know was bad enough, but finding one in the garden of somebody you loved was going to be doubly hard. The questions that raised their ugly heads would all need answers, and doubt could be a destructive thing. Amanda made her way to the furthest point in the yard for a little privacy for the call that she was about to make—not that anyone was within eavesdropping distance, but the seclusion gave her comfort. She dialled Ruth's number and waited for her to answer.

      “Are you missing me?” asked Ruth brightly. Amanda could imagine her at her desk, sitting back in her big cream squashy comfy chair, phone to her ear with a smile stretching across her face. She was a lucky woman to have met Ruth, she thought.

      “Always,” said Amanda. “But I'm afraid I’ve got some news for you, so I'm hoping you're sat down in your office.”

      “Yes, I am,” confirmed Ruth, worry now obvious in her voice. “Whatever has happened? You’re calling me rather than visiting, so I’m going with nothing too serious?” she asked hopefully.

      There was no point stretching things out any longer than necessary, so Amanda dived straight in. “There's been a body found in your father's garden at the old house. Jack is speaking to Gordon now to let him know, but I thought you should know too.”

      Ruth stayed absolutely silent, to the point where Amanda wondered if they'd been disconnected. She tried again. “Are you still there, Ruth? Hello?”

      “I'm here. Just a bit shocked, actually. Where was it found?”

      “Workmen were digging out for a swimming pool over on the far-right side and they came across it a couple of hours ago with their digger.”

      “How long do you think it's been there?” asked Ruth.

      “We don't know yet, but from my experience I would say somewhere between two and five years. But I can’t say for sure, until someone more qualified has had a look.”

      “Did you say Jack has called Dad already?”

      “He's doing it now; we’ll need him to come in to give a statement, since he lived in the house when the body was likely buried.”

      “You don't think Dad had something to do with this, surely?” Ruth was beginning to sound frantic; her voice wobbled slightly now. “Because I can tell you now, he isn’t involved.”

      “There’s so much we don't know right at this moment, hun, but we have to follow procedure, and the new homeowners will be interviewed in just the same way. I just thought you should know. Gordon might appreciate your support. And I’ll most likely be off the case.”

      “I'll call him. Speak to you later,” she said, and the line went dead. Amanda was left holding the phone to her ear. She stared at it in puzzlement and then slipped it back into her pocket and reversed her mind back over the conversation she'd just had. Ruth was a strong and bright woman, and she’d taken the news in her stride, with more acceptance of the situation than Amanda would have thought. It was like she was already expecting it, somehow. She shook her head as if to dislodge such a thought: how would the woman she lived with know about a body buried in the garden of her parents’ old house? The idea was utterly ridiculous.

      She looked up to see Jack picking his way towards her, trying to keep to the patches of grass that weren't covered in loose dirt. He looked like an obsessive keeping away from cracks on the pavement. She waited until he was by her side before asking how Gordon had taken the news.

      “What did he say?”

      “Not a lot, actually,” Jack said. “He was shocked, of course. It’s not every day you get news of a dead person in the garden of your old home. He’s on his way to the station now. I said we’d meet him there and take his statement. The same with the homeowners. How did Ruth take it?”

      “Surprisingly well, but that's Ruth for you. Not much fazes her. She hung up pretty quickly, though; said she wanted to give her dad a call, so no doubt they’re chatting as we speak.”

      Car doors could be heard slamming over the other side of the hedge; the top of a silver van was just visible.

      “That’ll be SOCO,” Jack said. “The sooner they start, the sooner we can get some results. I'll go and show them through.” With that, he was gone.

      She checked her watch. It was gone one o'clock. No wonder she was hungry. She walked around to the front of the house. The SOCO team were donning their white paper suits, masks and gloves as she approached them. Jack was already briefing them on what the workmen had found, and the condition everything was in. Dr Faye Mitchell was among them, listening intently to what Jack had to say.

      Amanda heard her say, “We'll take it from here, then, Jack. I'll call you later. We could be here a while, so it might be late on.”

      “I’ll leave you all to it, then. Amanda, let's get going,” he said, Faye raised an eyebrow. Usually it was Amanda who gave the orders. For her part, Amanda was grateful, since her mind was still on Ruth's reaction—and a feeling deep in her gut that she couldn't quite put her finger on.

      “I'll drive,” said Jack, and he took the keys from her fingers and slipped into the driver's side before Amanda could argue. He waited until she was sat beside him before starting the engine and cruising out of the quiet country lane.

      “It's weird, don't you think?” she asked.

      “What's weird?”

      “Being here again, talking about landscapers and the Simpsons.”

      “I wish it was as funny as The Simpsons,” said Jack unhelpfully. “But it is a bit weird. I was thinking that if this does turn out to be the landscaper who went missing, he owed money to the bookies in town, which is owned by Mac McAllister, the very same McAllister I saw this morning. How is that for timing?”

      “Hmm,” said Amanda. She was quiet for a moment, pondering. “I'm not looking forward to talking to Gordon, either. Perhaps you should do it?”

      “I don't think we’re seriously treating him as a suspect at this stage, are we?”

      “We have no choice. You saw what state the remains are in. They weren't buried yesterday. So, yes, he is a suspect, as was anybody else that lived or lives in that house.”

      Jack grunted; he knew Amanda was right, of course. And since Gordon Simpson was her father-in-law, she was also too close to the case. He would definitely have to do the interviewing himself.

      Jack knew the case would fall back on his own shoulders. But to what result?

      He'd soon find out.
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      Jack drove them back to the station. There wasn't much they could do until SOCO had finished with the scene. They sat silent, each busy with their own thoughts. Jack wondered what Amanda's were. It wasn't going to be much fun for her observing an investigation where her father-in-law could be a suspect, and he knew that it could make things difficult for her at home with Ruth. He was glad it wasn't him, but at the same time wished it wasn't Amanda, either.

      It wasn’t long before they were back on the outskirts of Croydon, the scenery changing from the lush greenery at the crime scene to dappled grey concrete and graffiti. He could understand why people lived out on the greenbelts and commuted; it would be nice to go home to, spend a little time in your own back garden, maybe with a glass of wine. He had about a postage stamp’s worth of grass at his place, as did the neighbours, but then he chose to live local, close to the amenities, and a postage stamp’s worth was about as much as you got for your money.

      He’d never left the place after Janine had passed, never felt the desire to move on. Going up at night to the bedroom they’d shared for so many years gave him comfort somehow. It had been only about a year ago that he’d dared to put some of her belongings away; her bathrobe had hung behind the bedroom door for as long as he could remember. Now it had a place in her wardrobe along with the rest of her clothes. He knew most people felt the need to clear out, to give their loved one’s clothing to a charity shop so that someone else might make use of them. Jack had never felt that way, though, and until, if ever, he found someone to spend his life with, Janine's things would stay put where they were.

      He pictured his leather bag of bowling balls at the bottom of the wardrobe, adjacent to Janine’s own bag. They’d shared the enjoyment of the game together, Janine playing for the local women's team and Jack for the men's, but when she’d got sick Jack had given up. Then his housekeeper, Mrs Stewart, had started helping Jack out a few days a week, and over a cup of tea one morning she’d mentioned that she’d also used to play lawn bowls. Jack had found a league and asked Mrs Stewart along, and the two of them had rekindled their interest in the sport. Tonight, Jack was taking part in a local tournament.

      “I must give my balls a wipe,” he said out loud, forgetting where he was and who he was with.

      “Really, Jack?” Amanda said, turning his way with an amused smile.

      “What?” asked Jack, nonplussed. “What are you talking about?”

      “You just said you need to give your balls a wipe.” She was grinning at him properly now.

      “Did I? Shit. I don't remember saying it, though I do remember thinking it.”

      “Well, I haven't developed ESP skills overnight, so you must have said it.”

      Jack grunted and blushed.

      “Anyway,” Amanda went on, “what did you mean, or dare I ask?” She grinned at him again.

      “Lawn bowls tonight, a local tournament. I must polish my balls.”

      “Yes, I got that part. Is Mrs Stewart playing too?”

      “She is, yes. She’s quite good, actually.” He flicked the indicator to turn into the side street entrance of the station and waited until it was clear to pull across. “What are you up to tonight, then?”

      “Well, now this has happened I guess it depends on how Ruth is feeling. What happens with Gordon. There could be some family fallout. To be honest, I'm not relishing the conversations ahead.”

      “No, I don't blame you, but keep an open mind. You have enough experience in this game to know what's what. I don't think Gordon has had anything to do with this, though. He’s the type of guy who would move a snail off the footpath so it didn't get crushed underfoot. I can't see him having the urge to kill a human, no matter how hard he was pushed, never mind disposing of a corpse. I've got more urge in my little finger than he has in his whole body.” Jack pulled into a parking space and the two sat there for a moment longer.

      “Now you need to keep an open mind,” Amanda reprimanded him lightly. “You don't know that much about him, which is a good thing.”

      Jack reached to open his door. “I will keep an open mind, but I'm also an excellent judge of character and he's not the person we’re looking for, I can tell you now. But we’ll go through the process and see what happens, see what gives, and take it from there.” He clicked the car lock and handed the keys back to Amanda. She slipped them back into her bag and they headed to the rear entrance. Jack carried on, “Let's see what the doctor comes back with. Maybe that body has been there a good deal longer and has nothing to do with the current or previous occupants of the house.”

      It was Amanda's turn to grunt; she didn't believe it for one moment.

      Jack turned to her and said, “I’m going to the canteen to hunt down a stray sandwich. As dodgy as they are, they’re better than nothing. Shall I get you one?”

      “Please. I might be here a while yet.”

      Jack nodded and wandered back towards the canteen. Amanda didn’t need to be at work late, not until they had something to work with, some results, some evidence. Maybe she was avoiding Ruth. Or maybe she wanted to watch Gordon Simpson being questioned.

      “Open mind, Amanda, open mind,” he called back to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The sandwiches from the canteen were only just better than nothing at all. He’d started on the second half and marvelled at how the cooks had managed to do such a terrible job of a cheese salad sandwich. White bread and cheap margarine stuck to his teeth and gums, saturated from the lettuce and tomato that hadn't been dried properly before they’d used it in the culinary delight they sold as a sandwich. Smoked cheese and pale mayonnaise finished off the whole ensemble before being crammed into a cellophane packet that had been kept in the fridge since dawn.

      He checked the clock on the wall while he ate, cramming the soggy mass into his mouth as he walked slowly back down the corridor. He needed a drink to wash it down, to rinse his teeth off, to get the cloying sticky wad out of his mouth and into his stomach. God only knew what it was going to do to his insides as it moved through; indigestion was likely. He sifted change out of his pocket, and when he’d found the amount he needed, he ordered a Coke from the vending machine. He punched in the relevant code number and waited for the can to roll towards him. A good few beats passed; it looked like the machine wasn't going to oblige, like it might once again need a good whack from the palm of his hand. At the last second, the red can rolled free. He grabbed it, pulled the ring open and took a long swig. A little brown tear of Coke escaped the corner of his mouth and he wiped it away with the back of his hand, belching lightly. He took his drink back to the squad room.

      Gordon Simpson was on his way in, but he wasn’t due to arrive quite yet. Jack decided he’d use the time to catch up on the never-ending paperwork that was stacked up in various piles on his desk, but his thoughts drifted to Vivian. She’d looked good when he’d seen her. Had that only been yesterday?

      “Sod it,” he said, and entered Vivian’s name into the database. “I know I know,” he muttered to himself, “but it doesn't hurt to know what you're dealing with.” He waited a moment or two until her file came up on the screen. She’d looked different back then, when her last mug shot had been entered. She didn't sport the stylish blonde bob that she’d had when he’d met her in the sandwich shop, and she’d aged well. He'd last seen her a couple of years ago while on another case, but she’d still been a working girl back then and had inadvertently become part of a case that he was working on: she'd been about to meet the victim, before he became a victim, or in the midst of becoming one. It seemed he hadn’t been able to answer the door to her either way, and so she’d gone back home, wondering. The next day, they’d discovered what had happened.

      Jack and Vivian went back many years; he'd arrested her for solicitation when he’d been new to the force himself and had taken an instant liking to her. He’d looked out for her over the years, trying to help her stay out of trouble. Looking at her file now, it seemed she was on the straight and narrow, had perhaps even given up the oldest trade in the world. It wasn't a game for older ladies; it wasn't really a game for the young ones, either, of course, but it was the young ones who played it the most, mainly out of necessity. He’d spent a lot on warm cups of tea for them through cold winter evenings.

      Jack had always got on with the street girls; he'd always liked them, though he'd never used their services. Apart from Vivian, that was. And even then, it was only after Janine had passed. He had never meant for it to happen; he'd never set out to meet Vivian in that way, but had found himself buying her a drink one night in the Baskerville pub and one thing had led to another. He’d felt so lonely at the time, and it seemed the thing to do. Afterwards, he'd felt terrible and had sworn he’d never do it again; his Janine would have frowned on it.

      He closed the page down and pulled out his phone. Vivian had taken it from him outside the sandwich shop and entered her details, so she was obviously happy to meet up with him, if only for a drink.

      “What harm can it do?” He selected her number and waited to be connected. She wouldn't know it was him; he doubted she had his telephone number in her phone. But she answered quickly, her warming tones like velvet on his earlobe.

      “Hello, Vivian here,” she said softly. Jack paused for a moment, not quite sure what to say. She repeated herself. “Hello, it's Vivian. Who is this?”

      Jack cleared his throat and said, “It's Jack. Jack Rutherford, Vivian.” He felt like a teenager all over again.

      “Jack,” she exclaimed. “I had high hopes you'd ring but I wasn't sure that you would.”

      “I thought you might like that drink,” he said.

      “I would. When are you free? How about tomorrow night?”

      Jack didn't need to look into his calendar to know that tomorrow evening was totally empty, apart from watching The Chase. “How about tonight?” he blurted, surprising himself. He winced, glad that she couldn't see him pulling a silly face. Why had he suggested tonight? he wondered, but it was too late. The words had already left his mouth. Backtracking slightly, he added, “But it would be a bit later on. I've got something to do first. But if you're free, say at nine o'clock?” His face muscles tensed a little as he waited for her reply. He needn’t have worried.

      “Nine would be perfect,” she replied. “Where shall I meet you?” Then, thinking quickly, she added, “Oh, how about the Baskerville, for old times’ sake?”

      Jack smiled at that. She’d remembered. “Sounds perfect. I'll see you later,” he said, and hung up. While he felt a little out of practice at asking a woman out, he couldn’t keep the grin off his face.
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      No sooner had Jack put the phone down than his landline rang. It was the desk sergeant, Doug, letting him know that Gordon Simpson had arrived.

      “I'll be out in a moment,” said Jack. It was only preliminary enquiries, but he wasn't in the habit of keeping folk waiting unnecessarily. And Gordon Simpson was sort of extended family.

      Jack made his way to the front entrance and reception area where Gordon sat waiting. He stood as soon as he saw Jack, remembering him from the wedding. He put his hand out to shake and Jack greeted him warmly, or as warmly as a person could do when they were about to be interviewed about a body being found in their old back garden.

      “It’s good to see you again, Jack—or should I say Detective Rutherford, since we are here on official business?” Gordon had a friendly way about him, and he reminded Jack of a giant teddy bear.

      “And you,” said Jack. “I know what you mean by official business, but we have to follow process. I'm sure this is all a formality.” He did his best to keep his tone level and not overly friendly or direct. He opened the door and Gordon followed him through down a generic-looking corridor and into an interview room. It was like any other: table, two chairs, recording equipment, cameras in the ceiling and not much more.

      Jack pointed to a chair. “Take a seat,” he said, and sat down opposite him. Jack spent a moment trying to analyse the man in front of him while they were getting comfortable. He seemed confident, but with a slight edge of concern, which was quite normal in the circumstances. Gordon’s sandy, wavy hair looked like it needed a comb. He must've come straight to the station, anxious to get the chat over with. It was slightly damp at the temples from perspiration. It was obviously still warm outside. Or maybe it was nerves. He wasn't overly cocky, but nor was he as nervous as hell. That was a good thing. Jack prided himself on his gut, though he never relied on it exclusively for results—facts and figures were what he needed

      “Let's get on with it, then,” said Jack, smiling, trying to put the man at ease. There was no point riling him up from the outset, not if he wanted to his cooperation. There was time for that later if need be. Playing good cop, bad cop like they did on TV did work; it did have its place, but not in this instance. Gordon was barely a suspect.

      “It's unfortunate, I know,” started Jack, “and at this point in time we don't have an awful lot of information to go on. But since you were the last owner of the property until recently, we have to ask you these questions. So, let's start with the easy one. Were you aware there was a body in your garden?” Jack was deadly serious. It seemed like an odd question, but one that needed to be answered.

      “Of course, I wasn't,” said Gordon confidently, and then asked a question of his own. “Have you any idea when the body was put there?”

      “Not as yet,” said Jack, “but early estimates are between one and five years ago, so definitely during the time that you owned the property.”

      “I think I would have noticed if someone had dug up my garden and buried a body. It must've been from before we moved in. I can't think of any other reason.”

      “Like I say, just preliminary questions at the moment until we have more info.”

      “I don't know what else I can tell you,” Gordon said. “I absolutely don't see how that body could have got there because I didn't put it there, that's for damn sure.”

      “Do you remember a couple of years ago when you were having a pond dug, and the landscaper went missing?”

      “I do. You don't think it's him, do you?”

      Jack ignored the question. He'd already told Gordon they didn't know many facts at the present time; there was no point in repeating himself.

      “Do you think anybody else that lived in your house could have known, could be responsible?” Gordon shot up from his seat, his chair scraping back noisily.

      “Like who? There was only Madeline and me. None of the children have lived in that house for maybe ten years. And I can't see it being Madeline, God rest her soul.” He was still standing as his anger and frustration started to boil to the surface.

      “Sit down, Gordon,” Jack urged him. “I have to ask these questions.” He waited until Gordon was sat back in his chair and his breathing had returned to normal before he went on. “Can you think of anybody else that would have been on your property, particularly at the time when you were having the pond dug, anybody at all? Perhaps an electrician or a plumber or another workman, somebody that we haven't any knowledge of? Because if it wasn't yourself or Mrs Simpson, then we will have to explore other avenues. And right now, we haven't got too much to go on, so any help you can give us would be greatly appreciated.”

      Gordon sat quietly now, racking his brains to think of people who had been to the property during that time. Madeline had handled the whole project. He had been busy at work and hadn’t got involved at all. Though he remembered her temper and her frustration at getting the landscaper there in the first place. The digger had been delivered a couple of days earlier, but still the man had not turned up to do the work. He remembered Madeline telling him that when the landscaper had finally arrived, he’d then cleared off shortly afterwards with no explanation and had never come back. It hadn't been long after that that Madeline herself had had her accident and the whole sorry saga of wanting a pond in the back yard had been forgotten. The orange digger had sat there for days, reminding him of her plans, before it had finally been picked up and removed by a transport delivery company. It hadn't been an easy time, and not one that Gordon wanted to revisit.

      “I really don't know what else I can tell you, Jack—I mean, Detective Rutherford,” said Gordon. “I have no answers, but I certainly haven't done anything wrong. I certainly haven't buried anybody in my own yard. So, I'm going to leave now, and if you've got any more questions, let me know so I can organise a solicitor.” He got to his feet.

      “Why would you need a solicitor, Mr Simpson?” enquired Jack.
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      Amanda had watched Jack leave the interview room; she wondered if they were going to get any real results from the interview with Gordon. She, like Jack, knew they had nothing as yet; perhaps the questioning was a little premature. But that didn't mean they couldn't speak to Gordon Simpson again, because right at this moment, it looked like he’d been involved somehow. He'd owned that property until recently and had been there for some years, and while he might not be able to explain it now, there had to be a reason. A body had been found in his garden; whether he knew about it or not was another question.

      It had been a couple of hours since they’d left the crime scene and Amanda knew that the SOCO team would be knee-deep in dirt, gathering evidence. She decided she might as well get Des Walker’s dental records organised, in case her suspicions were correct, to make the process of confirmation that bit quicker. She dialled Faye’s number but the call went straight to voicemail. Amanda left a brief message stating that she was organising dental records and asking if there was anything worth reporting as yet. Faye rarely gave much out before her official report, and it drove Amanda and Jack to distraction sometimes, but it was best in the long run.

      While she waited for Faye to call her back. Amanda slipped into the coffee cupboard and made herself a decaf. At least she could indulge without the caffeine keeping her awake all night. She put the capsule in, pressed the relevant buttons and waited. She’d have to talk to Ruth later on when she got home and she wasn't looking forward to it, knowing full well Ruth was going to get emotional. The woman could be tough as nails on the outside, but Amanda knew that inside she was as soft as marshmallow, although she rarely showed that side of herself in public. Amanda knew she’d be worried sick about her father and the implications of what they'd found in his old back garden.

      Once the capsule had released its contents and the strong aroma of coffee filled her nostrils, she added milk and took it back to her desk to think. The squad room was almost empty. There was just herself and Raj, who sat with his feet up on his desk scrolling through his phone; she assumed he was working. She glanced up at the smeared office windows and smiled as she remembered Jack saying that they worked in a petri dish and that they needed to get new cleaners. It was odd, the things you thought about when you let your mind wander, particularly when it was wandering away from something important that you should be thinking about.

      She was dragged back to the present by the ringing of her phone. It was Faye’s ringtone. Amanda clicked Answer and dove straight in without any preamble.

      “I know it's too early yet, Faye, but I have an inkling of who this could be, so I thought I would just see what your initial thoughts were and I can get the dental records organised.”

      “I understand that, Amanda, but you know as well as I do that science needs to take its time. That said, in this case, since you already have an inkling, I can probably help you with some of it.”

      “Like what? What can you tell me?” asked Amanda excitedly.

      “What I can tell you is that the body is male, and given his state of decay and the organic evidence around him, he's been in the ground for two to three years. Does that fit with your timeframe?”

      “It does, actually. If it's the person I think it is, he would be roughly five foot nine in height. Does that fit too?”

      “Well, until I get the whole skeleton back to the morgue and take some accurate measurements, I couldn't say precisely at this moment. But I can tell you that, judging by the long bones, this person wasn't particularly short and they weren't particularly tall.”

      “When do you think you will be able to start on the autopsy properly?” Amanda asked.

      “We’re still busy excavating and will probably be here until dark, so realistically I'm not going to have much to you until later tomorrow. And we may need the help of a forensic anthropologist we’ll see. I have limited experience with bones.”

      “Okay. I'll get the dental records for my possible victim. That timeline fits, as does the height, so hopefully it will make identification that bit quicker.”

      “Great. I'll speak to you later on tomorrow then. Thanks, Faye,” Amanda said. “Though I'm not sure if you've made my life easier or harder. I guess we'll find out.”

      “That sounds cryptic.”

      “I guess it does,” Amanda said resignedly.

      She finished her coffee and took her mug back to the coffee cupboard to rinse out. She left it on the draining board, ready for the following morning. There was no sense hanging around the station, so her last chore for the day was to organise getting the dental records. They'd be at the morgue first thing in the morning.

      All that was left to do now was go home and have a chat to Ruth. As she pulled out of the car park, she dialled Ruth's number to see if she was on her way home yet. Maybe they'd get take-out for dinner tonight as a distraction on what was going to be a weird evening.

      Ruth picked up right away. “I've just got off the tube,” she said without any preamble. “I'm not far from home. Are you on your way back?”

      “Great minds think alike,” said Amanda. “I thought I'd come home a bit early. To chat.”

      Silence filled the airwaves for a moment before Ruth said, “I suspected you would. May as well get it over with sooner rather than later.”

      Amanda could tell Ruth was doing her best to keep it light.

      “You're not a suspect, Ruth, but yes, we do need to chat. And sooner.”
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      Amanda had called in at Wong’s on the way home for crispy pork balls and sweet-and-sour sauce. Amanda wasn't sure if she was trying to bribe Ruth or prep her or what she was trying to do with her at all, really, but it felt like a nice touch, a sort of peace offering before the peace was possibly broken. There was no reason for Amanda to think that Ruth was involved in any of this, though she was acutely aware, as she’d said to Jack, that process needed to be followed. Ruth had not lived at Gordon’s old house for many years but had obviously visited. So, what could she possibly know?

      The food smelled wonderful in the car, the aroma of warm pork and deep-fried batter making her drool. She hoped there was still a bottle of wine cooling in the fridge; even though it was a school night, she didn't much care about adhering to their own self-imposed rule. She pulled up in front of their house and noted that Ruth was already home, as expected. She gathered her things and the hot food and headed up the garden path, feeling a little nervous about the conversation ahead. Perhaps, in reality, she wasn't the one to do this, but then neither would Jack be. He knew Ruth almost as well as she did; he came for dinner often enough. Sometimes familiarity could be a good thing and sometimes not so much.

      Amanda slipped her key into the lock and swung the door open. There was a light breeze blowing through and it nearly caught the front door, so she closed it quickly before it banged shut. That meant the rear door was open; Ruth likely out on the patio.

      “Hi, it's me,” she chirped breezily, hoping to take any heaviness out of her tone early on. They'd eat first before she broached the subject.

      “Out here,” Ruth shouted back. “I have wine.” There was a singsong tone to her voice; maybe Ruth had already had a glass or two, and was well on her way to becoming merry.

      Amanda tossed her car keys in the fruit bowl and dumped her bag and the food on the kitchen table before heading out the back. Ruth was on a sun lounger, eyes closed, soaking in the last few rays of the late afternoon sun. She opened one eye and raised her glass to Amanda. “Can I get you one?” she asked.

      “Don't get up. I'll grab it. I need to get out of my work clothes first. I called and got takeaway from Wong's.”

      “Excellent,” said Ruth. “Crispy pork balls, I assume?”

      “I would be hung, drawn and quartered if I went to Wong’s and didn't return with pork balls. So yes, we have pork balls. I'll be back in a moment.”

      Amanda headed upstairs to change out of her work gear. Her feet were boiling; Jack was right: her boots were far too heavy for warm, sunny days. She slipped into a T-shirt and cotton cargo pants and let her feet breathe a little, wiggling toes on the carpet as if freeing them from the confines of the stiff leather they'd been cooped up in all day. Maybe she’d add nail polish to her toenails later.

      Back out on the patio, Ruth had sat up and refilled her own glass, and had poured Amanda a glass anyway.

      “Thanks,” Amanda said, taking a large mouthful of chilled white wine. “That tastes so good, but I suspect it's going to go straight to my head. I’ve hardly eaten today.” She sat back and closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of the sun on her face for a moment and wondering if Ruth was going to say anything first.

      “Tough day?” Ruth enquired.

      “You could say that.” She took a deep breath, then let it out.

      “I've put the food in the oven for a moment,” said Ruth. “I figured you'd want to ask me your questions first.”

      Amanda opened her eyes and gazed across at her. “I’m sorry about all this,” she said. “I thought we’d eat first. But I don’t mind either way. Maybe it’s best to get the questions out of the way.”

      “Ask away, then,” said Ruth encouragingly. “I can't tell you much, though, because there’s not much to tell.”

      “I know.” Amanda sat up fully and turned towards Ruth, her face devoid of expression. “Have you any idea who could be buried in the garden of your parents’ house?”

      “Absolutely not,” said Ruth flatly.

      “Can you think of anybody who would have reason to bury somebody in your parents’ old back garden?”

      “No. And I haven’t lived there for a good ten years.”

      “Can you remember anybody that was up there when the landscaper went missing? Maybe other work people?”

      “What, you think one of them offed somebody and put them in a hole?” Ruth snapped sarcastically. “And since I wasn’t living there—I was here, in this very house—I’ve really no idea what went on up there. Have you?”

      “We don't know what has gone on so far, and we won’t know anything more until we have a bit more information from the autopsy. Not that there's a lot left of the body. But, hopefully tomorrow we’ll have confirmation of who the victim is, and that will give us something to work with.”

      “So, all your questions at the moment are irrelevant, is what you're saying? Really?” said Ruth smartly.

      Amanda bit back a reply. She knew if she carried on there would be one hell of a row, and she didn’t want that. Amanda held her tongue and stayed silent to let Ruth calm back down. When the tense air around them dispersed and the fiery residue of her rebuke had faded, Amanda said, “I’ll go and get dinner. We’ll eat it out here.”

      It was exactly the excuse she needed to give Ruth a little space and regroup her own thoughts at the same time.
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      It was rare that a detective interviewed somebody that they knew in relation to a crime, and there was a reason for that. They were too close to the person, and no matter how tenuous their relationship, they had prior knowledge of them and it was difficult to stay impartial. But, Jack wondered, did he really know Gordon at all?

      He’d interviewed many people over his years, various small-time crooks, people that he’d come to know, the regulars that filtered through the system. The petty thieves, the sex workers and the local gang members—they’d all been part of his life.

      Jack stood in the doorway now watching Gordon Simpson leave the police station through the front door. His shoulders seemed lower, slumped even, than when he’d first set eyes on him only an hour or so ago. But that could just be the stress of it all; it didn't make a man guilty. Outside the front doors, a few demonstrators with placards saying Police cover-up and Police kill and a few other choice slogans still lingered, but they’d get bored eventually and leave. He hoped. Jack nodded at the desk sergeant and slipped back through to the squad room; it was time to go home. Tonight, he’d got a bowling match to get to and then on for a drink. He thought of Vivian, and he wondered about their ‘date’ later on. If it was a date, even.

      By the time Jack arrived home, he had just a few minutes before he had to turn straight back around and get over to the bowling green. He’d grab his gear and devour cold leftovers from the fridge to keep him going. Perhaps he’d eat something later in the pub with Vivian. Opening the front door, he grabbed the mail off the mat and quickly sifted through the envelopes. There was nothing of interest, so he headed off upstairs to get changed into his team kit. He opened the wardrobe where he kept his bowling bag and was greeted by the perfume of lavender from the soap-on-a-rope that still hung in there. Janine had always loved lavender. He took his bag out and as usual, paused for a couple of beats before gently running his fingers across the bowling bag that sat alongside his. Janine's old brown leather bag had been keeping his own company for many years; they were like two old friends. He always paused for a moment when he took his out; he wondered, as he always did, if she was watching him now and smiling as he touched it, remembering her. She’d been pretty good at bowls, and had almost made the national team. He missed her so much that at times it hurt to breathe.

      He slowly closed the door and headed back downstairs to the kitchen. Mrs Stewart had been in earlier in the day and, as usual on a bowling night, had known he'd be pushed for time. He was grateful for the yellow Tupperware box of sandwiches that she’d left in the fridge with a note propped on top: ‘Open in case of emergency.’ Jack grinned at her thoughtfulness. It was the older woman’s idea of a joke, but one that he appreciated because it meant he could eat on the way and he wouldn't arrive out of breath or late. Mrs Stewart was a wonderful woman and a real find, and he wondered how he’d managed in all the time that Janine had been gone, struggling along on his own. In fact, he hadn't really managed at all. He’d let himself go. His appearance, his eating habits, his sleeping habits. But now with some order back in his life, he was functioning better and was a good deal happier all round.

      Back in his car, he set off towards the bowling club grounds with cheese and pickle in one hand, the steering wheel in the other as he navigated the remainder of the rush-hour traffic. When he pulled up at a set of traffic lights, he rested his sandwich back in the box and fiddled with his Spotify app for a particular playlist. And a certain song. It was becoming a bit of a ritual for bowling night music, and as ELO's “Sweet Talkin’ Woman” filled the car, he allowed himself to think back as he always did to his Janine. He could see her so clearly, like she had gone only yesterday. In his vision, she was dressed in white, but not as an angel: she was in her bowling gear, looking happy and radiant as she always did. Jack sang along hoping that she could hear him; it was as though the words had been written for her. He missed her every single day.

      By the time the song had finished, he was pulling into the car park alongside Mrs Stewart’s old beige Escort. Her car was empty, so Jack figured she must be already in the clubhouse. He took the opportunity to stuff the last of the sandwich into his mouth and swallow before anyone saw him, then grabbed his bag off the front seat and headed inside to find the rest of his team. As he walked through the doorway, he was greeted with a sea of white clothing and mainly white hair. It could have been any cricket or tennis club across the country, though with older players. Most of the members were either retired or semi-retired, with only a handful of younger players that had taken up the sport after their parents had got them interested in it. Jack was considered a younger player— his hair wasn’t all white, not yet.

      He caught Mrs Stewart’s eye. She was chatting to a friend in the far corner of the room, and she waved back in greeting. Looking around the room for the rest of his teammates, he found Jim, who had once been the barman of a local pub that Jack had frequented, The Jolly Carter, and he headed over to say hello. Jim had been the landlord for as long as Jack could remember, at least 20 years, but had given it up a couple of years ago. Now retired, he still sported a huge beer gut and the ruddy face of a man accustomed to drinking copious quantities of ale each and every day. He reminded Jack of a huge garden gnome, but without the ever-present smile. Jim had always been a bit of a sourpuss during his time as a landlord and had been single for most of his life, probably because of his demeanour, but he was now finally stepping out with a woman. Jack assumed it was this particular lady friend that was putting a smile on his face now; he greeted Jack warmly with a firm shake of his hand. Sourpuss had turned into someone a little sweeter. Retirement and a woman were agreeing with him.

      “Are you ready for this, Jack?” Jim enquired. “It's going be good tonight. I can feel it in my water.”

      “I hope so,” said Jack. “I could do with something to take my mind off work. Though there’s got to be something a little more entertaining for my mind than your waterworks.”

      Jim guffawed, the sound filling the small room. When the noise level had settled back down, he carried on. “Busy, are you?” the big man asked.

      “Always am, it seems.”

      “What are you working on?”

      “Ah, you know, the usual. Dead bodies.” Jack didn’t really want to talk about it, but he didn’t want to appear rude either.

      “You all must be sick of the grief outside your station with all those demonstrators, I expect. A bit noisy, I shouldn’t wonder.”

      “You've seen them, have you? Pain in the sodding backside.”

      “Well, I can see why the family might think there's a cover-up—an off-duty police officer hits out and the man dies? It's not a good look.”

      “No, it's not,” said Jack.

      “It reminds me of that case some years ago—do you remember it, Jack? It must be fifteen or so years ago now, when that Eddie guy worked with you—what was his name?”

      “Eddie Edwards, and you're going back a bit, Jim.”

      “That I am. I can't think of all the details, but they'll come to me.”

      Jack knew exactly what case Jim was referring to. While he’d have liked to say ‘Great minds think alike,’ he wasn’t sure the rule applied in this instance. Why had Jim remembered such a case from so long ago?” he wondered.

      “You must be thinking of Michael Hardesty and the McAllisters.”

      Jack watched as recognition dawned on Jim's face and his podgy eyes opened wider in excitement.

      “That's it! Whatever happened there?”

      “The man is still inside, actually. Still got some time to go. And McAllister's inside too, though nothing to do with that case. He was always in trouble, that one. The whole damn family were, in fact.”

      The clubhouse started to empty out towards the green now, ready to start play.

      “We’d better get going,” Jack said, “but let's talk about this again, if you don't mind. Perhaps I could buy you a pint?” Jack’s gut was good for one thing, and that was knowing when there was more to a tale than was being told.

      Jim had been thinking about the same case as Jack. But why?
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      It seemed it wasn't going to be Jack's night—not for winning at lawn bowls, anyway. Jim tapped him on the shoulder as he was about to leave.

      Turning in surprise, Jack said, “You scared me half to death, Jim,” and placed his hand dramatically across his heart.

      “Sorry. I didn't mean to, but I was thinking about what we were talking about earlier. You know, with that old case, that Hardesty bloke. Maybe I could have a chat with you tomorrow? Maybe I'll come to the station?”

      “What's on your mind, Jim? There’s not many people volunteer to come to the station to talk. Wouldn't you rather meet for a coffee somewhere?” Jack was even more intrigued now, and by the look on Jim’s face, he was bothered by something.

      “Yes, probably. Yes, coffee. Let’s have coffee,” he stammered.

      Jack couldn't help but notice Jim seemed nervous, a bit unsure of himself, unsure of his words or what to say. He wasn't making clear, coherent sentences. Something was buzzing around in the man’s mind.

      “I'll call you tomorrow,” said Jack. “There’s a decent greasy spoon not far from the station. They do great bacon sandwiches. I don't get to go often. Amanda hates the place; she prefers McDonald's, though heavens knows why.”

      “Right. I'll wait for you to call me. The thing about being retired is I’ve got plenty of time. So whenever is good for you will be good for me.”

      “I'll call you tomorrow, then,” said Jack. Over Jim’s broad shoulders he could see Mrs Stewart walking towards him; she paused a moment, not wanting to intrude in his conversation, no doubt.

      He was conscious of the time—it was coming up to 9 o'clock already. Now he needed to get across town and meet up with Vivian. He hated being late.

      “I must go,” he said. He bade Jim goodbye and readied himself to walk Mrs Stewart back to her car, as was his custom.

      “Hot date waiting?” called Jim. Jack had to smile at that; the man couldn't possibly know, and while he wasn’t so sure quite what it was, he was excited about it anyway.

      “Something like that,” he called back, smiling, and focused on getting himself and Mrs Stewart back to their cars.

      He waited for her to unlock her own vehicle.

      “Good night, Jack,” she said gracefully.

      “I just want to make sure you're okay,” said Jack.

      “I’m quite alright, Jack. I appreciate your concern, and thank you anyway. And have a nice evening.”

      He waited until she’d pulled away before getting in his own vehicle and heading over to the Baskerville. Ten minutes later he was parking the car once again. He flicked on the interior light and checked his hair in the mirror.

      “What on earth are you doing, Jack?” he asked himself. “You look fine. She knows what you look like. This is not a blind date. In fact, it’s not a date at all. It's a drink.” It didn’t stop him double-checking himself again anyway. Satisfied, he flicked the light off and made his way to the pub entrance feeling like teenage Jack again—on his first date.

      It had been a good long time since he'd met up with a woman for a drink, or for anything, and he felt somewhat out of practice. He opened the door and walked inside. Since he was a few minutes late and the place was heaving, he strained to look over people's heads to spot Vivian. He couldn’t see her anywhere, and a surge of disappointment filled his chest. She’d changed her mind.

      “I'm here,” she said from behind him, making him startle. Relief replaced the disappointment, and he felt himself smiling.

      “I'm sorry I'm a few minutes late,” said Jack apologetically. “I’ve just come from the bowling club and one of the members was intent on chatting to me. But I was really conscious of getting over here and not keeping you waiting. Of all the times to want to talk, but I didn’t want to be rude. I’m sorry.” It came out in one long, exhausting string. He knew he was rambling, but couldn’t seem to slow it down.

      “It's fine, Jack,” she said, smiling back at him. “I’ve only just arrived myself. Now,” she said, calmly placing her hand on his forearm, “slow down. It's me—Vivian. You’ve known me for years, remember? Can I suggest you take a deep breath and start again?” Her eyes twinkled even in the dim light of the bar.

      Jack knew she was right, knew when he was beaten, so did as he was told, inhaling a deep breath and letting it out again, feeling his shoulders drop an inch or two and his heart rate slow down slightly.

      “Does that feel better now?”

      “It does, yes. Thank you. Sorry about that.” He needed to move on and stop being so silly. “Let's get some drinks in, shall we? What can I get you, Vivian?”

      “I'll have a gin and tonic please,” she said, and they both edged over to the bar to order. It was only then that Jack realised what was playing on the sound system—"Last Train to London.” It was on the same playlist that he’d listened to on the drive over. Another of his ELO favourites.

      “Did you win?” she asked.

      “We didn't, actually, not tonight. But that's how it goes sometimes: you win some, you lose some. Anyway, what have you been up to today?”

      “Not a lot, as it happens, actually, Jack. To tell you the truth, I think I need to get a part-time job. Since I've given up full-time work, I appear to have far too much time on my hands, and I need to do something with it.”

      Jack passed her drink to her and paid the barman for the round. “Have you any thoughts on what you might like to do?” he asked before he took a sip of his beer.

      “Not really, no. I've been self-employed for so long. I don't really fancy working for somebody else, being told what I can and can't do, part-time or otherwise. And while I'm getting a bit older, I don't have the skills to work in a do-it-yourself store like people my age seem to be doing these days to stretch their pension out a bit.”

      Jack smiled as they turned away from the bar. “I can't see you in B&Q. Not sure you’d fit in. Too classy,” he said, smiling.

      She blushed and smiled back. “So, I've got to figure something out, though I haven't got a clue what as yet.”

      Jack scanned the room for an available table and chairs. There was one left and Jack nodded with his head that that's where they were headed. When they were both sat comfortably and Jack had taken a long swig of his beer, the conversation carried on.

      “Have you thought about doing some voluntary work?” he asked. “Is it that you need the money, or are you just trying to fill your time?”

      “Fill my time, really,” she said. “I've done all right for myself over the years, so as long as I don't go mad spending, cut back on the caviar, I'll be fine.” Her eyes twinkled as she teased him. “But I can't rattle around my place all on my own doing nothing all day, so I’ve got to find something.”

      Jack fell thoughtful for a moment. “You know, you've got a lot of knowledge to give back,” he said. “You know your industry inside out, and how it's changed over the years, so here’s an idea. Why don't you get involved with the girls in a support role, on a voluntary basis, educating them on personal safety, and maybe even health issues? If they are going to carry on with their career choice, why shouldn’t they also have access to support and training like anyone else?”

      Vivian’s brows knitted. “And how would that work with law enforcement, with all you coppers? Soliciting is an offence. I don’t need to tell you that.”

      “Easy. You wouldn’t be running or encouraging them—you’d be supporting them. There’s a huge difference. The sex trade will never go away as long as there’s a demand. Anyway, it’s only a thought off the top of my head; it may be absolute bollocks.” He concentrated on his beer for a moment, but from her posture, Jack could tell Vivian was mulling it over.

      Conversation between the two of them was as warm and easy as freshly baked jam tart and custard, and they spent the next hour or so reminiscing and talking about their individual future plans. Jack surprised himself with how much conversation he had to offer that wasn’t actually work-related. The extra activities he’d taken up were proving useful.

      Eventually, he needed a pee.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, standing, and headed over to the gent’s toilets near the front door. Idly he wondered how many men had used the toilet excuse for a quick exit on a disaster date and skipped out, leaving the poor unfortunate woman sat there like a lemon waiting for him to return.

      Jack didn’t intend to do the same. He was enjoying himself too much now he’d settled his nerves. It might be too early on in their friendship to wish the night would last forever, as ELO had sung when he’d ordered their first drinks, but like with Jim at the bowling club, a good woman was now putting a smile on his face.

      And it felt good.
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      Jack studied himself in the mirror. White foam covered half of his face. He set about shaving with downward strokes, first one cheek and then the other, then more gingerly around his chin. He looked at his moustache protruding through the foam and wondered whether he should shave it off. It had been there for so many years it was part of his being, and he couldn’t remember a time without it. He wondered if it had tickled Vivian as he’d kissed her cheek last night. Perhaps it was time for a change. Turning his face first to one side and then the other, he decided his moustache could stay for another day at least; there was no need to rush into a decision. He stepped into the waiting shower, and soon the tiny bathroom resembled a Turkish bath house as steam ballooned around the ceiling like warm storm clouds.

      He’d had a good time last night; there’d been no shortage of conversation with Vivian, and they’d both agreed at the end of the night that they’d had a nice time and would do it again. Maybe he'd take her for dinner. Maybe they’d meet for morning coffee or brunch on Sunday. Maybe it was the start of a new friendship, or a rekindling of an old one.

      Once dry, he dressed in a pale blue newish shirt and tie, but before he went downstairs, he dashed back to the bathroom cabinet for his bottle of Brut. He wasn't in the habit of wearing aftershave, so he slipped the top off and tested the fragrance with a deep sniff. It didn't smell too bad. Maybe aftershave didn't go off. He splashed some on to his face and neck, washed his hands and headed down for breakfast. His bathroom smelled like the locker room of a soccer team—thirty years ago.

      

      Amanda was already at her desk in the squad room, and she looked up as Jack walked in. He noted she didn't look too happy, and he immediately felt bad for not having called her last night to see how it gone after her conversation with Ruth. But his mind had been elsewhere; he'd had a fairly full social calendar for a change. He wandered over to her desk and sat on the corner of it.

      “How did it go?” he asked

      “Not so good,” said Amanda gloomily. “Things got a little heated. She certainly didn't appreciate the questions, even though she knows I've got to ask.”

      “How is she this morning?” he asked.

      “Quiet, but at least we’re speaking. I guess she’s worried about Gordon, too, so I’m trying to give her some space, cut her some slack. She isn’t a suspect, Jack. It’s nothing to do with her, really.” She changed tack. “And Gordon? Did he have much to offer?”

      “Much the same. Nothing he could say, so we’re left hanging out for the autopsy results, see what they throw up.” He was about to get up to leave when Amanda put her arm out to stop him. “Jack,” she said questioningly. “Are you wearing aftershave?” There was a tiny smile on her lips.

      “So what if I am?” he said indignantly.

      “It’s just that I've never known you wear it. It smells like Brut.”

      “That's the detective in you, DS Amanda Lacey,” he said, then stood up and headed for the coffee cupboard for his first of the day. When he'd set his own coffee brewing, he called around the corner of the door to Amanda, “Do you want another?” She waved a hand no and he moved back in to add the milk. When he was done, he started to take his mug back to his desk, but then decided on a quick detour back to Amanda's. He popped himself back on the corner, mug in hand.

      “I had a bit of a weird conversation last night at the bowling club,” he began. Amanda was finishing off an email and hardly paying attention, but Jack carried on. “It was with a retired barman. I've known him for some time, but since he retired and I don't go to the pub much anymore, I only see him occasionally—at the club that is.”

      “And what did he have to say that was so weird or interesting?” She was still talking to the screen rather than Jack.

      “Jim—that’s his name—mentioned the protesters out front and the whole police cover-up angle and the dead man, and then he brought up the subject of the Hardesty case.”

      “And you think that's a bit weird?”

      “I do. What would jog his memory about that case, like it did mine? Why would the average guy on the street think about Michael Hardesty from all that time ago? That’s what doesn’t make sense.”

      “I have absolutely no idea Jack. Are you going to tell me?”

      “Well, that's just it. I've no idea. But I am meeting him for a cuppa later on this morning, so I'll let you know how it goes.”

      “Have you found anything out about that case? Because you’ve probably spent enough time on it now.”

      “I haven't as yet. Let's see what Jim has to say later on, though.”

      “You do that, Jack,” said Amanda, then returned her full focus to the screen in front of her. Jack was dismissed. Amanda was in full-on boss mode.

      

      Jack walked round to the café; he’d texted Jim the name of the place earlier. It was 10 AM, the perfect time for a mid-morning bacon roll, and that’s exactly what the small café smelled of. Jack sat down at a vacant table, positioning himself so he could watch the door and see Jim when he arrived—not that you could miss him. He was built like a gorilla with a balding head. Jack didn't have long to wait before the door opened and said gorilla wandered in and sat down at the table opposite him.

      “Morning, Jim. Can I get you tea or coffee with your bacon roll?”

      “A mug of tea, thanks,” Jim said, and smiled. Jack called their order across to the counter. He was a regular; the Polish owners, two brothers, knew him well. That done, Jack started off the conversation.

      “So, Jim. You’ve got me thinking, got me wondering. What's on your mind about a case from fifteen years ago?”

      Jim picked up the ketchup bottle and started to examine it; it was something to look at other than Jack. A silence separated them until Jim was ready to speak. “There’d been quite a bit of controversy about that case when it went to trial, and I'd always wondered why. Then afterwards, when it was all finished and the guy had gone to prison, it got me thinking. Mac McAllister used to come into the pub quite a lot, but there was somebody else that used to come in the pub quite a lot, too, as well as your good self, that is.”

      “Oh? Who are we talking about?”

      “It was that Eddie guy, Eddie that used to work with you. Edwards.”

      “I thought he used to go to The Rose. I didn't think your place was his watering hole.”

      “Well, that's just it. The Jolly wasn't his hole. And he only came when the McAllisters were there. He never stayed long, usually just had a shot of whiskey. A quick conversation and off he’d go again. But obviously when you weren’t in drinking either. Don’t you think that's odd, a copper drinking with the McAllisters?”

      “I don’t suppose you ever overheard a conversation?”

      “No. I wish I had now. But it was around that time when the case was in the news. I’d say he met up with Mac McAllister probably half a dozen times in the back of the pub. Probably thought no one would notice or think much of it, but I did.”

      Jack touched his moustache, fiddling with the whiskers. He found stroking it therapeutic.

      It could stay a while longer, he thought. Call it a moustache reprieve.

      “And you think there’s something in it?” Jack enquired.

      “Oh, hell, I've no idea. I wondered about it afterwards, but what could I do? I’ll tell you what—a big fat nothing. It was way too late. I had no evidence of anything going on; it could have been totally innocent.”

      “And there’s not a lot I can do about it now, either, to be fair, Jim. But I tell you what I'll do: I'll open the case notes and have a quick look—and when I say open the case, I mean I'll get the file out and have another look.” Jack had already had a look, but he couldn’t think of much else to tell Jim. Nevertheless, Jack’s antennae were working hard and waiting for further signals.

      Two mugs of tea and two bacon rolls arrived and Jack tucked in straight away, leaving Jim to pour ketchup all over his. Devouring the bacon roll gave Jack’s brain some space to think about what Jim had just told him.

      Eddie Edwards, his sergeant at the time, having somewhat clandestine meetings with the McAllister boys in the back of a pub at the time of the trial. Did he or the McAllisters have anything to do with it? Jack would have to dig a bit deeper, maybe pay McAllister another visit, shake some trees, as they said on TV, and see what fell out.

      He concentrated on his bacon roll as he thought about his next move. He would need to track Eddie down—wherever he was these days.
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      Jack always did his best thinking to music while he was driving someplace, and that's exactly what he did now. He wasn't quite sure where he was headed, but with “Mr Blue Sky” he didn’t really care. He sang along with it, each word as familiar to him as his morning routine. He belted down the bypass, headed out towards the edge of the county and some greenery. It was only when he reached Caterham that he realised he was headed in the direction of the old Simpson house. Funny how the mind worked when you were on autopilot, he thought. He hadn't intended to drive there, hadn't intended to go anywhere—he’d just intended to drive and think.

      He turned off Stanstead Road, headed to Oakham Rise and pulled up outside the house. All was quiet in the cul-de-sac; everyone was at work—as they would be by mid-morning mid-week. He turned his engine off, rested his head back against his headrest and closed his eyes, thinking. Why would Eddie have been meeting up with the McAllisters, so publicly and so regularly? And especially at that time, with the trial going on. Was it even legal? He doubted it was innocent. He picked his phone up and called Raj.

      “Can you do me a favour?”

      “Sure thing, Jack. What do you need?

      “Can you get me the details of the solicitor and the barrister that handled the Hardesty case? It would be fifteen years ago, so a while back, not an open case. I’ll give you their names. Got a pen and paper?”

      “Fire away,” said Raj.

      “The solicitor was Howard King and the barrister was Mrs Maxine Keppel. Can you find out for me whether they're still in business? And whether they are or not, can you tell me where I can find them today, maybe get me their home addresses?”

      “Sure. Can I ask why?”

      “Just putting old dogs to sleep while I’m in the area. I thought I might pop in.” There was no point advertising to anyone else what he was working on, on the quiet.

      “They local, are they?”

      “Well, they used to be; I assume they still are. Anyway, text me their addresses when you find them, would you? I’m headed their way now.”

      Jack rang off, then stepped out of his car, went up to the front door of the old Simpson house and knocked. If the owners were in, he’d tell them that he needed another look around. And if they weren't in, he planned to sneak round the back and have another look for himself. Sometimes just visiting the scene of a crime for a second time, when all the hubbub had left, allowed him to spot something, some tiny thing that could be insignificant, but when added to the other pieces of information, could be a vital piece of the puzzle. It was kind of like fresh eyes, even though those eyes were his own.

      Nobody answered the door. There were no cars on the driveway, so he slipped down the side and through the back gate into the garden. The digger sat silently beside the huge hole. Crime scene tape covered off some of it, and Jack picked his way across the lawn again and slipped underneath the blue and white plastic. There was really nothing to see; the remains of the body had gone, of course. It was just a hole, subsoil with a red tinge and nothing more. He turned back to look at the rear of the house. It was an impressive detached place, and he knew from past enquiries that it sported five bedrooms and was spacious and modern inside. Gordon Simpson was obviously doing well for himself to have  afforded such a place on the edge of town.

      Turning back towards the rear of the garden he looked out onto open fields. A woman with a small white poodle walked along the cinder path, no doubt headed home from her walk into town. It was peaceful; there was just the sound of birdsong and not much more. He could understand why Gordon hadn't been in any rush to sell up after the death of his wife, like he hadn’t with his own place. Coming home of an evening or weekend to a country view of rolling hills and open green spaces was a privilege not shared by many.

      His phone chirped with a message from Raj. Maxine Keppel, the barrister, was still in business. It seemed, though, that Howard King had since retired. He sent a thumbs-up emoji in reply.

      He looked at the address; it was on the way back into town. King lived in Purley, just off the main road, so Jack decided he’d drop in on him on his way back through. Hopefully he would be pottering in the garden as other retired people did on a sunny day. Turning back towards Gordon Simpson’s old house, he scanned the part of the neighbourhood that he could see from his spot on the edge of the garden. There were no overlooking windows from other properties providing a view into the garden; the whole area was completely private, the perfect place to bury a body without anybody noticing.

      He turned back around towards the path where the woman had been walking; it was now empty. He wondered how busy that path was throughout the day. Could somebody have seen something and not realised what they’d observed at the time? It was perhaps worth questioning the locals who used it, at least.

      There was nothing else to see, and since he was there without the current owners’ knowledge, he slipped back down the side of the house towards his car. The other houses in the cul-de-sac were as silent as they had been when he arrived. There was nobody visible, no nosy neighbours who could see somebody coming or going. If a visitor had been at the Simpsons’ place at the time the body had been buried, it would have gone largely unnoticed.

      Jack drove to the end of the cul-de-sac to turn around, then slowly drove back past the house again, looking at it from a different direction. He paused for a moment, waiting for inspiration or an explanation, but nothing presented itself.

      He headed back towards town, taking the A22 towards Purley and to see Howard King. He pulled into the driveway of number 4, stepped out of the car and headed towards the house. It was a traditional semi-detached two-story home, with UPVC windows, a satellite TV dish on the roof, and a stained wood front door. It looked like every other one along the road. A small lawn at the front was edged to one side with a path that led to the entrance door. The flower beds were empty, except for a couple of Coke cans and an empty pizza box. Jack figured the guy wasn't a gardener, and neither was his wife if he had one. He noted the windows needed a good clean, and he thought again about the ones back at the squad room. King also lived in a petri dish. What was it with his sudden window fascination?

      He knocked on the door, then noticed the buzzer and pressed it. On the other side of the door, he could hear someone calling, ‘All right, all right, I heard the knocking,’ and Jack half-smiled. The door swung open, and a man of around 70 with long grey hair tied loosely in a band glared cantankerously at him.

      “Morning. Mr King, I presume?” enquired Jack.

      “Yes,” the man said abruptly. “Who are you? If you’re selling, I’m not buying.”

      “DC Jack Rutherford,” he said flashing his warrant card. “I wonder if you've got a moment?”

      “What is it about?”

      “An old case, actually. I was just passing through, and I thought I'd pay you a visit. I would normally call first, but as I say, I was passing. From Caterham.”

      King didn’t look convinced, but he stood aside. “You'd best come inside, then,” he said, in not a particularly friendly manner.

      Jack followed King down the dingy hallway and into a side room that appeared to be the lounge. It didn't look like it had been cleaned for the last 20 years. A thick grey layer of dust covered every surface, and cobwebs hung from the ceiling corners. He thought he heard a faint rustling in the corner by the wood basket, though there didn’t appear to be an open fireplace.

      “Want some tea?” King asked. Jack wanted to say no—he didn't fancy a cup—but it was always good to share refreshments when you were after information.

      “Please. No sugar, thanks,” said Jack.

      He watched Howard King leave the room. His greying hair reached the middle of his back and Jack wondered when it had last been cut. Or washed. It reminded him of rats’ tails.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When Howard King returned with two mugs of tea, Jack was beginning to wish he had refused. Dark treacle-coloured drip marks ran down from the rims from previous beverages; the mugs had obviously never been cleaned sufficiently in between times. He wondered who else’s bacteria he might be sharing when he took his first sip. Petri dish, he thought again.

      “Sit down, will you,” Howard directed, pointing to the sofa that Jack was trying to avoid. There were more grey dog hairs on it than there was clean space.

      “I'm good standing. Thanks,” said Jack.

      “Suit yourself,” Howard said, and sat down in his chair.

      Suddenly it didn't feel right to Jack that he was still standing; it put King at a disadvantage. If King was going to be forthcoming with information, Jack needed to be on the man’s level, literally. A wooden chair in the corner of the room caught his eye; it would be a safer bet. He pulled it a little closer and sat down. Howard King raised an eyebrow, as if to say “Why aren’t you sitting on the comfy sofa?” Jack was as perceptive as he was quick on his feet.

      “Bad back. I’m better on a hard surface,” he lied. He glanced at the mug and the pale brown liquid within. Something white and lumpy floated on its surface and Jack hoped it wasn’t sour milk. He took a sip. It tasted like dishwater and he put it down on the old glass table that separated the two men. He’d done his bit, taken a sip, and now it didn't matter if he didn't drink any more.

      It was Howard’s turn to speak. “What's this all to do with? You mentioned an old case?”

      Jack was pleased to be getting down to business, he didn't fancy lingering in the man’s home for too long. He imagined fleas jumping up and biting his ankles, making their home in his socks. “It's about a case that you worked on with Maxine Keppel some years ago. Michael Hardesty and Chesney McAllister.”

      King nodded his recognition. He reminded Jack of one of those bobbing dogs that you saw at the back of people's rear windscreens.

      “You remember it, then?” enquired Jack.

      “I certainly do. Unfortunately,” said Howard. “It’s one of those cases that I guess I'll always remember.”

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      “We should have won that one, but we didn't. Hardesty should never have gone down for murder, but it all seemed to get out of hand very quickly. One minute he was driving along, minding his own business, then a car accident and a man is dead. And it wasn't from the actual car accident.”

      “So why did that stick with you?” asked Jack.

      “Because whatever we did, we seemed to hit a brick wall at every turn. Pardon the pun.”

      “So, what do you think actually happened that night?” Jack asked.

      “It was a simple altercation and nothing more. But those boys had a history together. Their families had a history together and not a good one. And somehow McAllister won. Maxine did her best, but like I said, every turn we seemed to hit a brick wall. I suspected something was going on at the time, but I could never get to the bottom of it, never prove it.”

      “Like what, exactly? You think somebody was buying somebody else off?”

      “No, not so simple as that. Though I daresay somebody would have tried it.” Howard was quiet for a moment, looking out through the smeared window. Not that there was much to see through the grime.

      

      Jack waited.

      After a few moments, without looking at Jack again and still looking towards the window, Howard said, “I'd been out for a drink one night. I’d had a bit of a skin-full. Actually, truth be told, it was a stressful trial, and the whiskey bottle and I were good friends for a good proportion of that time. Only in the evenings, you understand, not during the day. I do like a drink; I'm not embarrassed about telling you. I still do, but that aside, nothing to do with it.

      “So, I was on my way home one night and I was desperate for a piss, so I pulled over up a side road and snuck behind a bush. There were a few houses along there, and a pub a bit further down, so the bush came in handy. Once I'd done my business and was zipping myself up, I heard voices. They were raised, like they were having an argument. I listened, and I recognised one of them. It was one of the McAllister brothers—Mac, the big guy. I wouldn't want to meet him in a dark alley. I couldn't tell what he was saying, but it was heated, sounded threatening. I stayed where I was to listen, keep out of his way. Since it was almost dark, I peered my head round to see what I could see.” King went quiet again, either reliving what he’d experienced that night, or wondering how much to tell Jack.

      “Go on,” Jack urged impatiently.

      “I can't be sure, exactly, but when I looked out, I could see the back of McAllister and he had somebody pushed up against the wall. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I guess he was reminding him of who the boss was.”

      “And did you get a good look at who he had up against the wall?”

      “Well, I couldn't be one hundred percent sure. Like I say, it was almost dark. But I thought I knew who it was, although I wasn’t totally sure. I couldn't follow the guy, but it’s stuck with me all this time.”

      Jack tried again. “Who was it? Who did you think you saw?”

      “The foreman from the trial. I only caught a fleeting glimpse of him, but it would all fit, looking back. If McAllister had bought the foreman off, that guilty verdict would have worked well in his favour.”

      “And you didn't have enough evidence to go to the judge.” Jack was beginning to understand King’s predicament.

      “Correct. What could I do? Tell him I thought I saw something, but it was dark and I couldn't be sure? He was hardly going to call a mistrial or sack the foreman because someone may or may not have seen something, no matter who the person was.

      “So, when the verdict came back guilty, that was it, the end. Hardesty got sent down, and he should never have. Not for murder, anyway. Accidents happen, and even if he had a hand in that man's death, he didn't murder him. He didn't set out to do that. That was all fabricated after the fact.”

      “What about Maxine Keppel? Did you tell her?”

      “Of course I told her, and she said the same as what I've just said: we couldn’t really go to the judge without any evidence and with just a maybe. It was pointless. We had to just do our best from then on and hope we got Hardesty off.”

      “Are you still in touch with Maxine?”

      “No, our paths don't cross anymore now. I'm retired, spend all my time in here, though she still practices. She’s still a barrister.” Howard looked at Jack's mug. “You've not finished your tea,” he said. “You want a splash of malt in it?”

      Even though it would make it more palatable, Jack never drank during the day, not on duty. “Sorry, I guess I've had enough tea for one day, thanks,” he said, standing. “You’ve been really helpful. Thanks, Howard.” Howard nodded from his chair. “I'll see myself out,” Jack said, and headed back down the dreary passageway to the front door. He opened it and stood briefly on the step. The world smelled a whole lot sweeter than the air inside Howard King’s house. It was as if the man had imprisoned himself, the way he lived. In fact, the prison where Hardesty was residing smelled a good deal sweeter than King’s lounge, with that odd rustling in the log basket. He shuddered and pulled the door closed behind him, then wandered back to his car, deep in thought.

      “Poor sod,” Jack said out loud to himself.

      He was talking about Hardesty.
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      When Dr Faye Mitchell was satisfied that the skeleton was laid out correctly on the gurney, the photographer stepped in and readied his camera. The remains of the body from the hole at the Simpsons’ old place, unlike many other skeletons they found, were complete. All the pieces had been retrieved; there was nothing missing. That was a plus, because one hand missing or the head missing or even a leg missing usually meant that the killer had tried to prevent identification. Even now, identification would be difficult unless there were any other distinguishing marks on the bones, and that was where a forensic anthropologist was required. Had the body been found earlier with flesh still intact, they might well have been able to find distinguishing features such as scars or tattoos, but in this particular case, they’d been far, far too late.

      On the gurney next to the bones lay the other items that had come from the makeshift grave—the remains of a pair of jeans, what looked like a short-sleeved cotton shirt, and workmen’s boots. There were no personal effects—no wallet, no watch, no telephone, nothing of any personal significance except a cufflink that had been recovered from the soil on top of the body. It had an eagle engraved on it.

      “Let's start, then, shall we, Quentin?” she said to the photographer. All the bones had been catalogued and measured; all the data written down in the report. The individual was male and five feet, nine inches tall. The skull was missing its second molar on the upper left side, and that fitted with the dental records of one Mr Desmond Walker—the missing landscaper. At last, they could give him a name.

      “Can you get closeups of this please, Quentin?” she said, pointing to a visible fracture on the right temple. The photographer snapped away from various angles, taking pictures of the crack alongside a small tape measure to make it easy to see the length of it. There were some flaky parts around the crack that indicated something sharp-edged had hit Des Walker's right temple.

      “There are no signs of callus formation or remodelling, so this injury was peri-mortem, around the time of his death. It hasn’t started to heal at all. Fractured skull by blunt force trauma, by some sort of instrument at the temple, is what killed Mr Walker,” she said to Quentin. “It’s a linear fracture and, looking at the angle and damage around it, I’d say it was sustained from behind.” Quentin snapped away as Faye looked closer. “It’s not a typical depressed fracture. It’s not from a baseball bat or something similar. The marks are all wrong. And it’s not sharp force trauma, either, like you’d see in a machete injury. But I would say it was consistent with something in between, like the edge of a spade, possibly.”

      Satisfied that the skull could tell them no more, she carried on down through the vertebrae, the ribs, the pelvis and the rest of the bones of Des Walker's body, examining each one for tiny nicks or prior breakages or anything else that could say what had happened to him. Apart from a broken ankle that had healed some years before, the only mark on Des Walker's skeleton was the fracture at the temple—the cause of his death.

      When she was satisfied that the remains could tell her no more, she instructed Quentin to photograph each of the items of clothing so they could be used for further identification. Everything had to be logged, even though the dental records were a perfect match.

      It was coming up to lunchtime when they finished. Knowing that Jack and Amanda were anxiously awaiting her results, she went back to her desk and made the call before finalising her report. She dialled Amanda's number first, and she answered almost immediately.

      “Hello, Faye. What have you got for me?”

      “I'm good, thank you, Amanda. How are you?” She was being sarcastic. “No time for pleasantries today, then?” Faye asked.

      “Sorry. How are you, Faye? Are you well?”

      “I am, thanks, and yes, I have some news for you. It is Des Walker. We confirmed it from his dental records, and everything else agrees with that. So that was a good guess; it made my job rather easy, for a change. And as you would expect, he didn’t die of natural causes but from blunt force trauma to the head. He had a fracture on his right temple from an object that was likely sharp on the edge. So, something like a spade.”

      “Right,” said Amanda, breathing out. She sounded a bit despondent even to her own ears. What had she been expecting? What had anyone been expecting? “That gives me something to work with. Thank you, Faye. Now I’ve just got to find out who killed Des Walker. And who put him in the ground.”

      “One last thing. We found a single gold cufflink, with an eagle on it. Not actually in the grave with him, a little higher up in the soil. Maybe whoever was digging the hole, lost it after the initial coverage? Apart from the remains of his clothes, that was it.”

      “Interesting, thanks.”

      “I'll leave that with you, then,” said Faye struggling out of her lab coat while she held the phone with one hand. “It’s time for lunch.”

      “I don't know how you can eat lunch in your job,” said Amanda.

      “I've still got to eat, you know, and the skeletal remains of a dead body are a lot easier to eat lunch after than someone that's jumped off London Bridge. They make a bit of a mess of themselves. Not the prettiest way to go.”

      “Spare me the details,” said Amanda, “but I get your point. And thanks again,” she said, before hanging up.

      Amanda sat back in her swivel chair and nibbled on the index finger of her right hand, not something she did normally.

      “So, he was murdered, hit by a spade or something like it,” she said to herself out loud. “Now who could have done that? And why?”

      “I have no idea,” said Raj, coming up behind her. Amanda turned and looked at his handsome face. “Any idea where Jack is?” she asked.

      “Haven’t seen him all morning,” said Raj. “So that man who was dug up was murdered, possibly by a shovel?” He balanced himself on the edge of her desk, legs crossed, hands clasped and resting on his thighs. She spied his well-manicured fingernails; Raj always looked after himself. His appearance was obviously important to him, though she wouldn't call him vain. Perhaps his colleagues could take a lesson from him.

      “The timeline fits. Des Walker was there digging a pond when the Simpsons were in residence, so I guess now we have to revisit and ask more questions. With Mrs Simpson dead, that only leaves Mr Simpson, and I've seen Jack's interview. There really wasn't anything there. I really do believe the man had no clue about this.”

      “So, what's next then?”

      “I'll tell you as soon as I know,” said Amanda.
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      Jack was almost back at the station when his phone rang. It was Amanda.

      “I'm nearly there now. Two minutes away,” he said, pre-empting her question of ‘Where are you?’ He was aware he had been incommunicado all morning. That wouldn't sit well with his boss. He hoped Japp hadn’t noticed too.

      “Right, thanks. I've got some news from Faye. It is Des Walker in the morgue. She's confirmed it with his dental records, as well as his height and age. That's a positive ID.”

      “Great. That gives us something to work with. Anyway,” said Jack, “I'm not surprised, really. You always thought something had happened to the guy. I just figured he’d gone off and left his debts and his sister behind. I guess you were right all along.”

      “Question is, though, who killed him? Apparently, he’s got a hole in the side of his head by his right eye, so he was hit with something heavy and with a sharp edge.”

      “Did Faye say what she thought he could have been hit with?” He was casting his mind back to what he just seen at the Simpsons’ old place: a few odd tools lying about, though no workmen. Obviously, Des Walker had been there originally, digging a hole, and would have had all his tools with him.

      “Well, she did mention a spade. What are you getting at, Jack?”

      “I don't know. I'm just thinking. I’ve just come back from the Simpsons’ old place. I'm thinking what tools you would use to dig a hole. What would be lying around for an opportunist?”

      “Well, he had a digger, but if you were whacked on the head by the side of a digger there probably wouldn't be much of your skull left.”

      “Exactly,” said Jack. “I wonder if a shovel or a garden fork would have done the trick, as Faye suggested?”

      “But surely Des would have seen that coming and defended himself? If you've got somebody stood in front of you with a shovel and they pick it up and swing it at your skull, unless your hands are tied behind your back, you’d lash out, probably put your hands out and stop it.” She paused. “Hang on a minute,” she said. “He was hit on his right temple, so that means two possibilities. One, that the person that hit him was left-handed.”

      Jack could see where she was going with this and interrupted her. “Or he was hit from behind, which would fit with your question of whether he would have seen it coming and stopped it. He didn't see it coming: he got whacked from behind by someone right-handed.”

      “Let's go over the timeline again,” she said. “Because if Des Walker went missing on the day that he turned up for work, that's got to be the day he was killed. Stands to reason. I doubt somebody would keep him tied up in the shed and risk him getting out or calling attention to himself. But Madeline Simpson had said that he’d gone off in his car and never came back.”

      “Do you think she could have done it?” asked Jack, incredulous.

      “You know as well as I do it takes all sorts to do all types of things, so I'm not surprised at anything anymore in this job. Question is, if it was her, why? What was her motive?”

      “Whoever it was, whether it was Madeline or Gordon, how did they then bury the body? That digger was there for ages, long after the funeral.”

      “I know. That's perplexing me too, because when we questioned her, that hole was still empty. We looked at it. So where was she, or whoever did it, storing him in the meantime?”

      “Was there anything else in the in the grave with him? His wallet or any other personal belongings?”

      “Faye mentioned a cufflink with an eagle engraved on it, but it wasn’t directly with the body apparently. It was in the dirt above him. She wondered if whoever was burying him, had lost it then.”

      “Odd. Well, I'm not far away now. Let's do as you say and look back at the timeline and who else could have been involved. Then maybe we can figure out where the hell the body was kept before they buried him.”

      “Maybe we need to look at Gordon's movements over those couple of days as well as Madeline’s. There’s one thing that is puzzling me,” said Amanda.

      “And what's that?” inquired Jack.

      “When Madeline had died, that digger was still sat there and that hole was still empty, and yet Des had been missing a few days by that stage. If Madeline had done something on her own, say, and stored the body in the garden shed, for example, surely somebody, Gordon perhaps, would have found it at a later date and wondered why it was there. Wouldn’t he?”

      “You would think so,” said Jack. “Unless the person who found the body was also in on it. They'd have had plenty of opportunity to use the digger and bury the body.”

      “Well, that poses another problem, then, because after the funeral, when they took that digger away, the driver himself filled the hole in, and there was no body in it then.”

      “So, we've got a body that somehow found itself in the ground. Is that about right?”

      “That's kind of how it looks on the surface, Jack. It's almost like a magic trick, don't you think?”
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      Amanda sat at her desk, perplexed. There had to be a simple explanation as to how the body had got in the ground. The worrying thing now was that her father-in-law could now be part of a murder investigation, which was a whole lot more serious than a random body being found in his garden. But how could that be? She knew Gordon. He really was a softy, and as far as she knew, he had absolutely no motive to kill and bury a landscaper. Madeline, on the other hand, had been foremost in her mind at the time of the original investigation—and long before she knew of her connection to Ruth.

      She needed space to think, and the office wasn't doing it for her, so she grabbed her bag and headed out to her car, figuring a drive would do her good. She drove to a small park just on the outskirts of town, pulled up at the curb and headed over to a park bench in a quiet corner in the shade of an old oak tree. As she walked over, she spotted a man playing fetch with his Alsatian.

      She sat and breathed deeply as she tried to think the problem through. The investigation was becoming a little bit too close for comfort. What was she going to tell Ruth? That her father and stepmother were prime suspects in a murder? There was no other plausible explanation so far, and she thought of Occam’s Razor: “Other things being equal, simpler explanations are generally better than more complex ones.”

      A body is found on a property where you lived, meaning you likely have some knowledge of how it got there. Surely?

      She dialled Ruth’s number and waited, but Ruth didn't pick up. Not bothering to leave a message, she hung up and left the phone on her lap, figuring she’d try again soon. Ruth would call back when she noticed the missed call on her screen. But after another five minutes of sitting there, Ruth still hadn't done so; that was unlike her, Amanda thought uneasily. Her mind wouldn't settle on the issue at hand, so she decided maybe a slow walk around the park would help her sort it out in her head. She thought of Fred and Rosemary West. They had filled their garden with bodies, because their basement was already too full. Amanda shivered involuntarily, wondering if there were any more bodies on the Simpson property. But why would there be?

      She watched as the Alsatian chased the ball again, retrieving it and carrying it back to his owner.

      Ruth had been keen on buying her father’s old property. But Amanda had wanted to look around if they were going to spend such a chunk of money on a house. It was also a bit too far out of town for both of them, really; it wasn’t practical. She had always wondered about that, wondered about why Ruth had made such a fuss about it when she’d only lived there a handful of years herself; she’d lived with her natural mother some miles away for most of her life. Madeline Simpson hadn’t been a part of her life until relatively recently.

      She tried to call Ruth again. It went to voicemail, and again she didn't bother to leave a message. Ruth must just be busy, she told herself. She’ll call back later.

      One thing she did have to organise now was to get Gordon Simpson back in for further questioning, and that meant she’d have to involve DI Dupin. Des Walker’s sister, Rose, needed notifying too, something else to put on the to-do list. It was another nasty part of the job, but a task she could probably do herself. At least it would give the woman closure, and she’d know why her brother had vanished so suddenly.

      Her phone rang but she instantly knew it wasn't Ruth. The opening bars of “Mr Blue Sky” told her it was Jack.

      “What's up, Jack?”

      “You stood me up for one. Where are you?”

      “Fresh air. What’s up?” she asked again.

      “I've tracked down the foreman from the Hardesty case, so I'm going to go and have a chat with him.”

      “Hang on a minute. What do you mean?”

      “The foreman from the Hardesty case. Did I not say?”

      “I guess not. We were talking about finding Des Walker.”

      “Sorry, I thought I'd mentioned it. Well, I went to see Hardesty's solicitor this morning, an old guy called Howard King who’s now retired, and he told me something rather interesting. Apparently, King was coming back from a drinking session one night and got caught short, so he pulled over to take a leak. As he was coming out from behind a bush, he heard a commotion coming from a nearby pub on a backstreet and he clearly saw Mac McAllister having a rather heated discussion with another bloke. The light was almost nonexistent; it was nearly dark, but the streetlamps were on, and so he could see McAllister but he only got a glimpse of the other guy’s face. And whatever they were talking about was getting heated, because he clearly heard McAllister shouting in a threatening voice.”

      “And so?” asked Amanda, rubbing her temples and wondering what it all had to do with anything.

      “And so King thought he recognised the bloke that McAllister was roughing up.” Jack paused for effect before going on. “Get this—it was the foreman from the trial.”

      “Right.” Amanda’s brain was clunking into motion now, but it was slow going.

      Jack carried on, “So my take on it is that somebody probably McAllister bought the foreman off for a guilty verdict. Why else would the two of them be together?”

      “So why didn't King do something at the time?”

      “My thoughts exactly, but when I asked him, he said, ‘How could I? I had no evidence.’ He wasn't one hundred percent sure it even was the foreman, but thinking back now, it all fits. Wise after the fact, like it’s easy to be.”

      Amanda continued to rub her temples, trying to think it through. Her brain felt like it was fit to burst.

      “Right. Go and talk to the foreman then. I’m sure he’ll deny it, though. Why wouldn’t he?” Then she said, “I just can't take any more in at the moment, Jack, so deal with it on your own, would you?”

      Jack detected the overcooked tone in Amanda's voice. It was unusual. She sounded scared, worried and stressed to high heaven. He changed tack. “Hey,” he said softly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Amanda felt her shoulders relax a little and was tempted to confide in him, but not over the phone. “I'll be back at the station a bit later. Perhaps we’ll have a chat then.”

      “As you wish,” said Jack, trying to keep things upbeat.

      Amanda ended the call as a white poodle dashed in front of her feet, chasing a stray tennis ball. Its blonde owner ran along behind it, waving, and apologised to Amanda for disturbing her. The woman looked vaguely familiar, Amanda thought; they’d perhaps crossed paths before. She raised her hand and replied that it wasn't a problem, then stood to make her way back towards her car. Her little outing hadn't done much for her thoughts apart, from perhaps depressing her a little further.

      What was about to come? she wondered uneasily. And how much anguish was about to fall on Ruth's shoulders? Nothing good for either of them, she suspected.

      The first thing she had to do was get Gordon back in for DI Dupin to interview, and take it from there.

      It wasn't a day she was going to look forward to.
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      His visit with the foreman had been a waste of time. He’d expected as much, as had Amanda. As Jack entered the station through the back door, he nearly collided with DI Dupin, who was exiting. He took a quick backward step to avoid it.

      “Jack,” said Dupin. “I’ve not seen you around much. Been busy?”

      “You know me, always got my nose to the ground like a bloodhound following something.” Jack smiled and carried on his way inside, not wanting to stop for a conversation.

      “I could do with a minute later on,” Dupin called after Jack, who raised his left hand in the air in acknowledgement and carried on walking. He didn't dare look back or stop; this way, he’d won his silly game. One day, though, it would get him in trouble; of that he was sure. Still, it made him smile.

      He was almost at the squad room when he remembered the vending machine further up the corridor. He fiddled for change in his pocket, hoping he had enough for a Kit Kat. He should be giving them up, he knew, so he decided to share it with Amanda. He put money into the machine and was waiting for his chocolate bar to fall into the tray when something to the right caught his eye. Through the glass in the fire safety doors, he could see through to the front lobby and beyond, where the protesters were still hanging around, though there were now fewer than there had been. He tilted his head to get a better view and counted about ten people still with placards. The ensemble were obviously getting bored now, though Melissa ‘Bagpipes’ still looked enthused, waving her placard and shouting at anyone who passed by. Jack grabbed his Kit Kat and headed back to the office.

      “I've got the Kit Kat. Why don’t you make the coffee,” he called across the room to Amanda. She glanced up at him with a scowl and Jack wondered if he’d been too casual with her; she didn't seem too happy. Sensing something was off, he wandered over.

      “Well, you look like you've lost a pound and found fifty pence,” he said.

      “That’s about how I feel, actually,” she said glumly.

      “You don't have to tell me,” he said. “I gather it’s something girly?” He put both hands up in mock surrender. He knew Amanda well enough to know when something was work related and when it wasn’t. This wasn’t. Something was definitely playing on her mind, and he wondered whether it concerned Ruth. He didn't want to pry, though, so he let it be. He knew she’d say something when she was ready.

      “I figure I’ll make the coffee, then?” he said, pulling the Kit Kat out and breaking it into two.

      “Okay, you win. I could do with the break,” she said, and headed into the coffee cupboard. Jack followed her, starting on his side of the Kit Kat.

      “I've just seen Dupin heading out,” he said. “He wanted to stop and chat but I said I was on a mission. But I'm sure he'll catch me later.”

      “I don't know why you avoid him so much. He is your DI, you know, and he's going to be the one that interviews Gordon Simpson again, because I can't. I’m family, sort of.”

      “I'll do it,” said Jack.

      “No offence, Jack, but I think seniority here will help. You’ve already interviewed him once plus the fact you were at my wedding, remember—so you're probably too close as it is.”

      “But I'm not family.”

      “That may be so, though a court would argue that, so it's better if Dupin does it, I’ll brief him later. Did he say where was going?”

      “I didn't ask. Didn't hang around long enough,” Jack said.

      “I'll call him in a minute. We need to get Simpson back here as soon as possible. He is the only obvious suspect in this at the moment; we have nothing or no one else to work with. Or should I say, you don’t.”

      “It’s a bugger, isn’t it?” said Jack. “There’s no evidence against him apart from the fact it was his garden. But I think anybody would argue that a body found in the garden of a house that you lived in was down to one of the inhabitants of the house, and since there were only two of them, and Madeline Simpson is dead, that leaves Gordon. And I don't believe that Madeline Simpson could have done it all on her own.”

      “I agree with you, Jack,” she said. “But this is going to bring a whole heap of shit down on Ruth, and that means me too. And while I can cope with it, I’m not sure Ruth can. It’s her father, after all.”

      “Talking of Ruth,” Jack said. “How is she taking this so far? You said you were speaking, but only just.”

      “Well, I thought we were speaking,” she said, “but I've tried her three or four times today and she hasn't picked up at all, which is really unusual. So I guess she is taking a break from me for a while. Maybe she needs some breathing space.”

      “I'm sure it's only temporary measures,” said Jack. “And changing the subject slightly, I notice the protesters are still out the front. When is the second autopsy scheduled for? I thought it was today.”

      “It is—it’s probably in progress as we speak,” said Amanda, looking at her watch. “So hopefully everything will be put to bed and that one will be cleared up once and for all. I suspect the only reason the family asked for a second one is to provide ammunition for a civil suit. So fingers crossed that Faye and the second pathologist agree on the results and there is no need for any further mayhem with all this.”

      “Do you think she’d do me a favour?” Jack said thoughtfully. Amanda passed him his mug of coffee and he took a sip before speaking again. “Only, having seen the solicitor from the Hardesty case yesterday and the fact that the foreman could well be involved, I'm just wondering what the autopsy photos showed, whether Faye could take a look and see if she can make anything from them. The whole case just seems too similar to what Dupin’s gone through, and now we know that there was something else going on in the background, a cover-up, possibly, I'm wondering about other evidence. You and I wouldn't make any sense of the autopsy photos, but Faye might.”

      “We can but ask,” Amanda conceded. They walked with their coffees back to their desks, just as Dupin put his head round the squad room door and called across to Jack.

      “Have you got a minute now, Jack?”

      Jack looked at his coffee and considered taking it with him. Dupin, as if reading his mind, said, “Bring it with you.”

      It seemed people knew Jack all too well. He wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Once Dupin was safely out of the door frame, Jack glanced at Amanda and rolled his eyes before following him to his office. Dupin sat down in his own chair. Jack took the only other chair on the opposite side of his desk.

      “I had a telephone call this morning, a rather interesting telephone call.”

      “Oh?” said Jack.

      “I believe you went to see Mac McAllister at the prison.”

      “I did. yes.”

      “Is there a problem. Jack?”

      “I was curious about something, that’s all.”

      “What has McAllister got to do with anything that you're working on?”

      “A line of enquiry. Actually, sir,” said Jack. figuring he’d better put some formality into it, “I've been working on something in my own time, a case that was very similar to what you've gone through yourself. So, I thought I'd take a closer look, since the guy has been rotting in prison for the last fifteen years.”

      “And who is that?” asked Dupin.

      “Michael Hardesty. You might remember the case from back then, a local battle between Hardesty and Chesney McAllister. Hardesty went down after a car accident and McAllister was killed.” Dupin nodded in confirmation. “There were certain similarities, so I thought I’d take a closer look. And certain anomalies too, I might add. Is there a problem with that?”

      “No, no problem. What anomalies do you mean?”

      Jack sensed Dupin’s interest had been piqued further. “It seems the foreman and McAllister might have been up to something together. They were seen outside a pub one night. McAllister had the man up against a wall, and they were arguing. Odd, don’t you think? Then a guilty verdict and that’s the end of that.”

      Dupin seemed lost in thought, his left hand playing with his lower lip, and merely grunted.

      “That’s that, then,” said Jack, standing. “Anything else?” Jack tried again, itching to leave.

      Dupin raised his head, still miles away. “No, carry on.”

      “Thanks.” Jack shrugged his shoulders and left him to it, perplexed at the strange conversation he’d just had.

      But his coffee was getting cold, so Jack headed back to his desk and concentrated on that instead.
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      “What sort of mood was Dupin in?” Amanda enquired when Jack returned to the squad room.

      “He seemed distracted, actually. He was fine at first. He asked me why I’d been to the prison, about my visit to McAllister, of all things. I don't even know how he knew I’d been.”

      “Odd. I wonder how he did know?” Amanda said. “Oh well, mine is not to question why,” she said. “I may as well tell him about questioning Gordon Simpson and get it over with. Then I'm going to head out for some lunch. Back in a minute,” she said, and wandered off in the direction of DI Dupin's office.

      As she approached his doorway, there was no obvious sound of conversation. His door was wide open, so she knocked lightly but he was engrossed in something, staring at his desk, oblivious to her presence. She knocked a bit harder on the door and he raised his head this time.

      “What is it, Amanda?” he said tersely. Then, as if realising his curtness, he repeated himself in a gentler tone. “Sorry. What can I do for you, Amanda?” He waved his hand for her to take a seat and she obliged.

      “You're aware of the body that was found at the Simpsons’ old place,” she said, “and I'm sure you're aware that Gordon Simpson is my father-in-law. But we have reason to believe that he could be connected to the body in the garden, and so we need you to interview him formally. Jack is happy to do it, but again he knows Gordon, though not as well as I do. So it’s over to you.”

      Dupin appeared to be looking right through her, and she found it unnerving. She gave him a moment to gather his thoughts.

      “Right, okay. Yes, I see your point. When is Simpson coming in? Have you told him yet?”

      “No, sir. Raj is on to it, but I wanted to give you a heads-up.”

      “What evidence do we have on him? asked Dupin.

      “Well, that's the problem, sir,” she said. “We don't have anything tying him to the body, apart from the fact that he owned the property at the time when the body was buried, and with only two inhabitants in the house, one of whom is now deceased, we’re suggesting that Gordon Simpson was part of whatever happened, either solely or along with someone else. The only other explanation is that Madeline Simpson herself disposed of Walker’s body, but we find it hard to believe that she could do that all on her own.”

      “And why is that?” asked Dupin.

      Amanda filled him in on the details: the empty hole at the funeral and everything else they knew that suggested that somehow the body had miraculously found its own way into the ground.

      Dupin sat back in his chair with his head back and said, “I see your point. It's almost unbelievable that either Simpson or his wife or both of them were involved, but we have to believe it because Walker’s body didn't just appear there by magic. And you're right: his body was put there when Mr and Mrs Simpson lived in the house, so it would be too far-fetched for somebody else to go in and dig a hole, dump a body and cover it back over and neither of the Simpsons be aware of it. I gather they were both in the country when this happened?”

      “Yes, sir. We questioned Madeline Simpson for some time when the landscaper went missing, but we got nowhere. We also questioned Gordon, but he was at work, and since no body had been found at the time, Walker was listed as a missing person.”

      Dupin checked the time on his watch and said, “I need to be somewhere just now, but organise Mr Simpson for late on this afternoon. He’ll want his solicitor, no doubt. I will see what we can shake loose.”

      “Yes, sir. I'll check in with Raj.” She stood to leave.

      “And Amanda?” he asked. “What do you think about Gordon Simpson’s involvement?”

      “Personally, sir, I can't see how he'd have any involvement. I know him well. He really is a timid kind of individual, a real gentleman, and it just doesn't fit with what I know of him. But I couldn't be so sure about Madeline Simpson. I didn't know her; she died before I met her officially as Ruth’s stepmother. I’d had an interest in her at the time of Mr Walker's disappearance, but again, nothing ever came of it, no evidence of anything. And then she had her accident and was killed. So, to answer your question in a roundabout way, no, I don't believe Gordon Simpson is guilty, but I have no other explanation.”

      “Let's see what the questioning throws up, then, see what his alibi is. Now that we have a time period to work with since Walker was last seen alive, it might be wide but it’s something.” He stood to dismiss Amanda and get on his way to wherever he was headed. “It’s the right call, Amanda, for you not to be involved in the interview. We need somebody who’s going to be impartial, and you're clearly not.”

      Amanda knew that he wasn't being harsh; this was simply the reality of the situation, and she was happy that somebody else was taking the task off her hands.

      “I'll be back later,” Dupin said. “Keep me posted.”

      Amanda walked back to her office, but just before she turned back into the squad room, she checked back over her shoulder to see Dupin heading out towards the car park. She wondered where he was going, but she’d got enough to think about without adding trivia. He was probably going for his lunch—she needed the same.

      She decided to try Ruth again. She still wasn't picking up her phone, so Amanda tried her office directly. Her PA answered.

      “I'm afraid she's not here,” the woman said.

      “Any idea where she might be? She's not picking up her mobile.”

      “I'm sorry, no. She didn't say. She left about half an hour ago. She's probably just gone for lunch.”

      “Okay. Please tell her I called, that I was worried.”

      “I will,” the woman said, and Amanda ended the call. If Ruth had only been gone half an hour, at least she was okay, but why hadn't she returned her earlier calls?

      You know the answer to that, Amanda, she said to herself out loud.

      She is avoiding you. She blames you already.
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      Ruth had hardly done any work. She sat staring at the screen in front of her, her mind elsewhere. All she had done all morning was drink coffee and distract herself from what was really going on in her head. A body had been found at her parents’ old place and her father had been questioned. Gordon wouldn't hurt a fly; he wasn't that kind of guy. But her stepmother Madeline? Now she'd been something else. And two years ago, on a warm summer's day as they’d lain together on sun loungers on the patio, Madeline had confided in her after Ruth had pieced together some rather strange events that had gone on and linked them all back to Madeline. You couldn't make up what she had done—a series of pranks that had gone horribly wrong and resulted in several people losing their lives.

      And Ruth knew that Des Walker had been one of them, had always known.

      Her head felt like it was full of bees. She rested her elbows on the glass desk and closed her eyes.

      The clock on her computer said it was almost 1 o'clock, and since she was doing nothing productive at work, she grabbed her bag and informed her PA that she was going out for a while.

      Green Park was bustling with folks out seeking their lunches. Ruth didn't feel much like eating, but she did feel like a drink. And a long one. She walked into the first bar that she came across and ordered a cold white wine. The barman, sensing she was in no mood for conversation, didn't even try; he delivered the glass with a knowing smile, looking up at her from under hooded lids, and set it down in front of her. She took a long mouthful and then another, draining half the glass down. The cold liquid shot straight to her empty stomach, but it felt good as it went. The barman had since moved on to serve somebody else, but she could see that he was keeping an eye on her. Ruth picked up the glass and downed the rest of it in two long gulps, and the barman again wandered over to her.

      “Can I get you another?” he enquired.

      Ruth still hadn't looked up at him. She couldn't have described him to anybody, had no idea what he looked like.

      He tried again. “Another?”

      This time she did look up, and her gaze lingered on his face for just a moment, though she wasn't entirely sure why. He wouldn't be able to solve the problem that was about to unravel, the problem that could tear her world apart.

      “Yes, please,” she said.

      “Coming right up,” he said and refilled her glass. “If I may say so,” he said mildly, “you might want to order some food with that.” He nodded at her drink. “It will make the headache less severe when you get it later.”

      Ruth just gazed at him, not entirely sure what he was saying and not entirely sure how to respond. Was he being nosy or was he simply a caring barman? Deep down, though, she knew he was right. And since she hadn't eaten anything since toast at breakfast, she could already feel the effects of the first glass on her system. And it felt great.

      “You're right,” she said. “I’ll have a sandwich, whichever type you choose.” She picked up her glass and took it across to a vacant table by the window. She knew she was probably coming across as rude, and that while that would have bothered her normally, today it didn't. Today she didn't give a toss about anybody else's feelings, only her own.

      The bar was bright and airy, and the window seat gave her a good view of the outside world bustling by—mainly navy suits and a few tourists. Idly, she wondered what Amanda was doing, how the investigation was going and what her next move was, but she hadn't the guts to ask her since she was avoiding her calls. But she knew she couldn't do so forever. They’d have to talk, and soon. She was dreading going home, and she was dreading her phone ringing again. Amanda had eventually left a message, sounding concerned, and Ruth didn't want to worry her, but until she'd sorted things out in her own head, she couldn't bear to talk to Amanda—or anybody else.

      Part of her wished that Madeline had never confided in her, though it had been Ruth that had pushed the confession, having figured things out fairly early on. A spate of silly deaths, deaths that couldn't be explained but were all linked back in various ways to her stepmother, who turned out to be suffering from a manic menopause. Ruth didn't know the details about what had happened to the landscaper, but she knew that her stepmom had been responsible for his death; Madeline had refused to tell Ruth where he'd been buried, to keep her out of it. Keep her out of trouble.

      But then Madeline had died, and on the day of her funeral, Ruth had gazed out of the kitchen window at the big orange digger sitting idle on the far side of the garden. The hole by the side of it had looked shallow and uneven, and realisation had come quickly after that.

      Ruth grimaced at the seriousness of what she was now involved in. Both she and her father could go down for their part, however small, in one woman’s silly and selfish actions. The shit was about to fly, and her father would be caught in the crossfire. Ruth needed to keep him out of harm's way, somehow. They had no actual evidence that her father was involved, yet, but it was his garden, so unless he had an alibi… There was nobody she could ask for help or advice. Oh, what the hell was she going to do?

      A sandwich was pushed in front of her and she felt the barman hovering by her side again.

      “Can I get you anything else?” he said, his voice full of concern.

      Ruth was tempted to ask for a lawyer, but refrained. With a weak smile, she gave her thanks and he left her be. She was halfway through the first sandwich when her phone rang again— Amanda. She stared at the image of her that flashed up but didn’t answer.

      “I want to pick it up,” she whispered miserably. “I want to talk to you. I want to ask you some questions.” Her voice broke as the first of her tears slid down her cheeks.

      But how could she talk to Amanda without giving the game away?

      She let the call go to voicemail again and watched the world outside go about its business without her.
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      Lawrence Dupin wasn't stupid at all, despite what people thought of him. As soon as Jack had left his office, he’d put two and two together and come up with a four. If Jack had been out to the prison to see McAllister and discuss an old case, he’d also then found out about and seen Hardesty. It didn't take the brains of the Archbishop of Canterbury to put together what Jack had been working on in his own time. His own personal situation was similar to that old case, and that's where Jack had made the connection. No, Dopey he was not. Auguste Dupin, however, he could be.

      Jack Rutherford was wasted as a DC, Dupin knew. He should have been promoted to a DI long ago, but he’d never wanted to climb the ranks, was always happy to be an excellent detective solving cases rather than playing politics and doing paperwork. It was Jack's dogged detective work in deducing that the two cases were similar that was sending Dupin on his journey to a certain address now, surprisingly, one not that far away from his own. In fact, as the crow flies, it would be less than a mile on foot through nearby fields.

      He drove out of Croydon and its grey concreteness and on to Caterham, which had seen its fair share of police interest over the past week or so. He tossed thoughts around in his mind, wondered about all the possible reasons for why he was headed there at all, and kept arriving back at the same one. He had to be sure, though, and that meant seeing the whites of his eyes when the man admitted it.

      Narrow, leafy lanes came and went as he turned up to what had once been a council estate on the edge of town. Many of the residents had since bought their own places when the government had sold them cheaply years back. Others had turned their homes into flats to rent out privately, and it was one of those flats that he was headed to now. He cruised slowly down the road to the address at the end. There wasn't a house that he passed that didn't have a Sky dish on the front wall. Some homes had flowers outside and neat postage-stamp-sized lawns. Some had menacing-looking dogs chained up, pink wet tongues dangling from their mouths. It was a real mishmash of inhabitants: those who couldn't afford to live in the more salubrious part of the village and those who chose not to.

      He pulled up outside what looked like a semi-detached property but was in fact four flats. A discarded shopping trolley lay on the front pathway; it sported only three of its four wheels. Dupin checked the address even though he knew he was in the right place. He locked the car door and headed up the path. There were four buzzers, three of which had names on and one that hadn’t. It didn't matter. He needed flat 1A, which he assumed was on the ground floor. Kids’ graffiti and the smell of urine filled the porch, and Dupin wondered why at least one of the four residents hadn't bothered to clean it up. The ammonia smell burned into his nostrils. Dupin held his nose while he waited for someone to answer the door. Eventually it cracked open, held back on a security chain, and half of a face belonging to a man he recognised peered out. Even half hidden, there was no mistaking, even after all these years, the haggard face of Eddie Edwards.

      “I wondered when you'd find me. What took you so long?” Edwards said through the partially opened door. The man’s voice sounded like a work boot rubbing on gravel. Too many cheap cigarettes.

      “Let me in, then. I think it's time we talked.”

      The man stared back at him, deciding what to do. Finally, the door closed momentarily while the chain was removed. Eddie reopened it about six inches and moved away from it. Dupin touched the bottom of the door with his boot to save his fingers coming into contact and did the same on the other side to close it. He didn't want his fingers touching anything in the place unless they absolutely had to. The odour in the dark hallway wasn’t much better than the porch he’d just been stood in, though there was an added fragrance of stale curry lingering in the air. He wanted to open a window; the smell made him want to gag. He followed Eddie Edwards through to the tiny kitchen at the end and took a quick glance around, noting the squalor the man was living in. The offending smell lingering in the air was the remains of several takeaway containers still lying on the draining board. They'd been there some time; a once-red smear of tandoori was now a dull dried dark brown, looking more like blood from a crime scene. A baby cockroach wiggled its antennae at him.

      Dupin stayed standing; he wasn't going to risk his clean clothes by sitting down, and since Eddie was hovering by the back door, arms loose like he was about to flee, he got straight down to it. This wasn't a social call.

      “How have you been keeping, then, Eddie?” Dupin asked.

      “How does it look like I've been keeping?” said Eddie sarcastically. “It’s hardly palatial, is it?”

      “You could tidy up a bit,” said Dupin. But Eddie wasn't interested in his domestic advice. “Anyway,” he carried on, “did you think I wouldn't bother to find you?”

      “Oh, I thought you'd find me. I just didn't think it would take you so long.” There was a sly grin on the man’s thin lips; a cold sore in one corner looked angry and red. “So, what did take you so long to put it together?”

      “It doesn't matter. I want to know why. I want to hear it from your own lips why you set me up,” Dupin said, more calmly than he felt inside. If he could have his way, he’d have punched Eddie in the stomach by now, but it would serve no purpose, except maybe to make him feel better.

      “I took advantage of an opportunity that came my way. It wasn't planned. I was merely out for a walk, minding my own business, then lo and behold, there you were in the middle of a punch-up. And it must have been my lucky day when that young guy died. I thought I should go and buy myself a lottery ticket because you, Dupin, were so far in the shit it wasn’t funny. Well, not to you, anyway. Was for me, though. So, I did my neighbourly bit and told them who and what you are. I thought you’d be off to prison yourself.”

      “Just like the old days, eh? And someone keeping their mouth shut at another man’s expense?”

      “I couldn’t resist it; it was laid out ready for me to take, and I did.”

      Dupin wasn't surprised; he’d figured as much. But what did surprise him was Eddie's ugly attitude and the venom of his words. He would happily have let Dupin go to prison for the death of the Parker boy. Had the pathology results been different, he could well be on his way to awaiting trial—all at Eddie’s hand.

      “Well, I'm not going to prison. I didn't kill that man; it was a freak accident.”

      “It was a damn cover-up, and you know it,” screamed Eddie suddenly. His eyes blazed and spittle gathered at the corner of his mouth. “It’s all a load of bullshit.”

      Dupin leaned in as close to the man’s face as he dared. “Like Hardesty? Was that bullshit, Eddie?”

      Eddie pulled back, a look of confusion on his face. “What made you bring that up?” he spat.

      “It was the exact same thing with Hardesty: guy gets into a simple traffic accident and ends up in prison—except he should never have gone to prison, should he, Eddie?”

      Eddie fell quiet. Dupin stumbled on. “So, tell me, how much did McAllister pay you? Or was it the foreman that got the verdict over the line for you all? Which of the two of you was playing rugby with a man’s life? Eh?”

      Eddie looked up from his boots at the mention of the foreman.

      “Yeah, I know about him, too,” Dupin said. “Well, I hope it was worth whatever you got for it, because Hardesty is still rotting in prison. I managed to save my own ass, no thanks to you. But I wanted to see your face so you knew I was on to you. And to think I’d believed your tale of woe back then! You spun me a line, and I sucked it up like the novice DI I was. But not any longer.” Dupin started for the front door; his lungs needed clean air. Eddie Edwards and the foreman had been up to their arses in it and Dupin had let it happen on his watch. He needed to figure out how to put it right.

      Eddie called after him, but his voice failed to hold any power. “Well, if that's all you've come to say, you've done it. Now get the hell out of my house.” Eddie’s attempt at kicking him out was as pathetic as the bitter man he’d allowed himself to become.

      At least Dupin now had the confirmation he needed. But could he do anything about it?
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      Dupin's blood was boiling in his veins by the time he made it back into his car. His wheels squealed as he left the quiet avenue and the filth and squalor of Eddie Edwards behind. He felt as dirty as the man’s kitchen, if that were possible. So, it had been Eddie Edwards who’d dropped him in. But he was only confirming what he already knew deep down. And all the mess that had followed was over money and Eddie's greed years ago when he’d needed to pay off his debt. He’d got mixed up with McAllister's mob, and then everything had got out of hand.

      Eddie had been pissed that Dupin had been promoted to DI when it should have been his position for the taking, and he’d never let it drop. Dupin had known what was going on in the McAllister case—that the foreman had been bought and that Eddie had been bought—but for the sake of his own career he hadn't reported it. He’d only been a DS at the time, the same as Eddie, and had then been promoted over him. He hadn't wanted to rock the boat at the time; he’d been more eager to get on and please his new bosses than to punish Eddie. And he was just as far in the wrong as Eddie was, he’d known, for not speaking out. So, he’d made DS Eddie Edwards a deal: kicked off the force with no pension in exchange for no prosecution over tampering with the case. Added to the burden on his conscience was the fact that an innocent man lay in prison. It was less grief all round if Eddie simply resigned with immediate effect. It hadn’t taken the man long to decide; he had left the same day.

      Dupin had figured that would be enough to serve him right. What he hadn't expected was for Eddie to take a chance and dredge it all back up, tit-for-tat, as the opportunity presented itself. Judging by the squalor the man lived in and his obvious ill health, the lack of pension had hit him hard, but that was not Dupin's concern. The problem now was if it all came out—if Jack could place him back in the case, or if he found Eddie and spoke to him for some reason. Eddie would be bound to tell Jack of his involvement, and smile doing it. Dupin was up to his eyeballs just as much as Edwards was.

      The stress surrounding his pending disciplinary hearing and the protesters outside had been hard enough, and he was also tired of Lyn moaning on about it. He couldn't deal with it. And he didn't want to remain under scrutiny himself; even if he resigned his post now and called it quits, there’d still be an investigation. No one liked a dirty copper.

      He didn't feel much like going back to the station yet. Glancing at the clock on his dashboard, he noted it was a little after 2 PM. He estimated he’d have to be back for around 4 pm to do some catch up on the landscaper body case before he interviewed Gordon Simpson later. So, he still had a couple of hours to burn. Knowing Lyn would be out at work, he turned towards home and pulled up in his own driveway. The silence of his house was what he needed now, a place to sit and close his eyes and think things through. He let himself in, poured a finger of whiskey and sat in his chair in the lounge to mull things over.

      He was woken by the front door slamming and a woman's voice calling him—Lyn was home. He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was nearly 5.30 PM. He’d fallen asleep.

      “Bugger, shit, bollocks!” he shouted as Lyn came through the living room door.

      “That's no way to greet your wife,” she said caustically.

      Dupin was out of his chair, searching for his car keys and ignoring her remark. He hadn’t the time or the inclination.

      “I've got to go. I'll call you later,” he said, and flew out the front door towards his car. He’d call Amanda on the way and let her know that he wasn't far off, that he'd been delayed; he'd figure it out. He'd make something up. It was not her concern.

      He hadn't been in the car for five minutes when his phone rang. He looked at the caller ID and groaned. He had no choice but to take the call and clicked the button on his steering wheel to accept.

      “Yes, Amanda,” he said in as normal a voice as he could muster, hoping that the sleepiness had left his vocal cords.

      “Are you on your way somewhere? Only Gordon Simpson is waiting for his interview, and his brief isn't fond of hanging around.”

      “I'm twenty minutes out. Keep them entertained,” said Dupin. “But since I'm running late, you'd best fill me in. I hate going in without proper preparation, but sometimes needs must.” He listened while Amanda ran through what they knew, which wasn't much different than what Jack had already said earlier on. They were banking on the fact that either Mr or Mrs Simpson or both of them had committed the murder. One of them. And since Madeline Simpson was herself lying in a grave, that only left Gordon. It was far from ideal, and it might be tough to get through the CPS, but if Gordon had no alibi and no reasonable way of explaining how the body had got there, he would be the favourite and would no doubt be arrested. At the very least it cleared another case off, ticked another box. The commissioner would be grateful.

      It felt like old times. Almost.
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      Jack slumped down in his swivel chair and twiddled with the whiskers of his moustache, deep in thought. How the hell had Dupin known what he was working on? And how the hell did Dupin know that he been to the prison? There was obviously a grass, somebody on the inside who’d felt it necessary to call the DI and let him know that he’d been. The box of chocolate biscuits had not been enough, apparently, and someone hadn’t been able to keep their gob shut.

      He swivelled slightly from side to side, staring at the keyboard in front of him. He'd never looked at it in so much detail before; it had dirty brown smudge marks over the well-used keys. He wondered why he had never noticed just how dirty it was. But now he looked at it, he was disgusted with it. It reminded him of the rest of the office and his new fascination, wherever it had come from, with living in a petri dish. Maybe it was Mrs Stewart's influence? He had the sudden urge to clean the dirt and grime off his keyboard, and while he was at it, his monitor. The mundane task would help him think, allowing enlightenment, he hoped, to fill his skull. He glanced over at Amanda, who was busy doing something on her own computer, head down, fingers tapping away furiously. She'd have something he could use.

      He sidled over to Amanda and said, “I don't suppose you've got a packet of wet wipes in your bag, have you?” Amanda looked at him over her right shoulder. From the look on her face, he’d dragged her from deep concentration, and she was struggling now to comprehend what he was saying. “Wet wipes,” he repeated.

      “Yes, that's what I thought you said. Hang on.”

      Jack watched as she pulled her bag up from off the floor and passed him a little green packet without another word.

      “Thanks. I'll return them when I'm done.”

      Back at his desk, he pulled out a wet wipe and got to work first on his monitor and surround, then worked his way down the keyboard. There weren’t going to be many fresh wipes to return to Amanda; he’d have to buy a new packet for her. He carried on dutifully cleaning the rest of his desk, wiping it free of coffee stains, chocolate biscuit crumbs and general debris. All his files and belongings were now in a neat pile on the floor. Several of the other officers watched him with interest. Maybe he’d start a trend, he thought. Maybe he’d pass the remaining wet wipes round and they’d all have a go cleaning the place up a bit. Maybe somebody would organise that window cleaner he’d been on about.

      Standing back looking at the clean space he’d created, he thought it was a shame he had to put all his stuff back on his desk. Now was the time to have a sort-out and throw away the things that were useless, things he didn't use, the things he didn't need any longer and create some order in his work space. His nostrils filled with the perfume of baby oil and talcum powder and he breathed deeply. It was the same smell of a newborn baby.

      Jack and Janine had never had children; they'd never been blessed. So he hadn't any first-hand experience of infants, but he thought back to a case he’d been on about the same time as Hardesty was going through his troubles. A newborn baby had been found that Christmas on a snowy church porch and he remembered visiting the tiny little bundle when she’d first been taken to hospital. Mary, she'd been called by the nurses who’d cared for her. He'd taken her a little pink rabbit and kissed her tiny head, and she had had the same smell that was lingering on his desk now. He wondered what had happened to her, to little Mary. Perhaps he’d follow up and find out where she was living; she’d be a young woman now, he thought with some surprise.

      He began sorting through the files and loose bits of paper and post-it notes, stacking some things back on his desk and others in file 13—the rubbish bin. He was almost finished when he saw Amanda approaching.

      “Does that feel better now?” she enquired, reaching to pick the almost-empty packet of wet wipes.

      “I'll buy you some more. I've almost used them all,” Jack said apologetically.

      “I don't think I've ever known you to scrub your keyboard,” she said.

      “Me neither. But I seem to be on a bit of a bacteria-fest at the moment. I keep washing my hands too. Maybe I'm coming down with OCD,” he said, smiling.

      “I don’t think you ‘come down’ with OCD.”

      “I read somewhere that when you've got something whizzing around your head and you’re trying to work it out, a mundane task, like tidying something away or clearing a cupboard out, for instance, gives your brain something else to chew on and the answer will spring forward on its own. So, I thought I'd give it a try. That and a little inspiration from Marie Kondo.”

      Amanda raised an eyebrow. “And did it work? Did it bring you joy?” Her lips twitched in a quick smile, and she began fiddling with the package of wet wipes. Jack watched, mesmerised. Perhaps he’d do the windows next.

      “Do you know,” he said, “watching your fingers fiddling with that green packet, I think it just has.”

      “So, what shook loose?”

      “I was wondering who told Dupin about my visit to McAllister and the prison, and I just realised,” he said, nodding at the green packet. “It will be Kyle Greenly.”

      “Now where do I know the name Greenly from?” said Amanda, looking up at the ceiling as if hoping the answer would be written on the water-stained tiles.

      “Well, you know the name because Max Greenly is a local businessman, but he’s also the father of Kyle Greenly, who is also the nephew of one DI Lawrence Dupin.”

      “He grassed you up,” said Amanda.

      “He certainly did,” said Jack resignedly. “He must think I’m as green as grass.”
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      Satisfied with his newly cleaned and Kondo-ized desk that now smelled of newborn babies, Jack picked up the file that was on the top—the Hardesty case. He knew every piece of paper that was in it, he’d been through it so many times, but he pulled out the autopsy photographs again and spread them out on his clear desk. They had been taken almost 15 years ago and the quality was poor compared to what he was used to seeing now—grainy and hard to discern.

      He picked up the autopsy report again. Again, he knew most of the wording by heart now, and he also knew the pathologist who had performed the procedure—Charles Winstanley. He'd worked with him on many cases in the past; the old man had only recently semi-retired. He was one of those characters who, even when he had been 40 years old, looked like he should have been in retirement. He was famous for his wispy white hair that stood straight up like Don King’s. Jack had always found him a decent person, talented, accurate and inquisitive, but looking at the photos now, he wondered if there was any chance of a mistake in Winstanley’s work on the case.

      There was only one way to find out and that was to ask Faye Mitchell if she’d be willing to take a second look. He picked up the phone, selected her number and waited for it to connect. When she answered, it was obvious she wasn't in her office. He could hear traffic close by. Maybe she was out grabbing a bite to eat for lunch and walking back to the lab.

      “Yes, Jack?” she said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I'm hoping I can ask a favour, actually, Faye,” Jack said.

      “You can always ask. Can’t promise I can do, though.”

      Jack was used to the woman’s occasional abruptness, and as usual he ignored it. She was wired differently to him, and that was fine. He carried on, “You’re obviously familiar with Dupin's case and your findings, and I just wondered what the possibility was of you looking at some photos from a cold case that might be related. Actually, it’s not strictly a cold case—it's more of an old case, but it's the same sort of setup.”

      “What happened in that case, Jack? Why the interest now?”

      “Well, a chap is in prison—he was charged with murder, actually—but I'm just curious. Given the recent experience with Dupin, I wondered if the same thing might have happened with this man, Michael Hardesty?”

      “It’s not like you to get involved in old solved cases, Jack. Are you underworked at the moment?” She tittered lightly; it was her way of being amusing.

      Jack wasn't sure how to answer, so he stayed silent, pondering his next move. But Faye realised what he was doing and filled in the gap anyway. She knew Jack well enough; they'd been on too many cases in the past together, and she respected his judgement.

      “Why don't you bring the photos over,” she said. “I'm just headed back to the lab now. Who did the original autopsy?”

      “It was Charles Winstanley, actually,” said Jack. “Fifteen years ago.”

      Jack heard her sharp intake of breath. The man had a reputation, and a good one.

      “The revered Dr Charles Winstanley,” she said, putting emphasis on each word. “I spent time training under him myself, and I guess you know his daughter works in the lab here too.”

      “Yes, I do know, so I guess if there's any way of keeping this between you and me that would be best. I'd appreciate it.”

      “I hear you,” she said.

      “I'll bring in them round now,” said Jack. “I'll be over in twenty.”

      Jack hung up, pushed all the photos back into the folder and hurriedly left the squad room before anybody could ask questions, Amanda included. At least Dupin was out, wherever he’d gone, and as he pulled out of the car park and the electric gates closed behind him, he wondered what Faye would make of this. As she’d said, Charles Winstanley was a practised pathologist and wouldn't appreciate having his work mulled over by a former student. But getting a second opinion was a common part of the job these days, and Winstanley would no doubt know that, and so be it. It had to be done.

      

      The lab reception area air-conditioning always seeming to be just one degree too cold for Jack's liking. He approached the young woman on the desk and told her that Faye was expecting him, then waited by the lift doors, knowing that she would come out through them shortly. When they eventually pinged open, he stepped straight in to greet her and they headed back upstairs to her office, via the fish tank and her PA, who glanced at Jack disapprovingly. She’d remembered his belching from his last visit.

      They were sat at her desk.

      “So, what have you got, then, Jack?” asked Faye.

      “Take a look at these, if you wouldn't mind, and see what you make of them,” he said, handing her the file. “I know they're a bit grainy, but obviously you're the expert here, not me and I've no idea what I'm looking for. But you might see it, whatever ‘it’ might be.”

      Faye lifted her eyes to Jack as if to say ‘no shit, Sherlock,’ but the twinkle in her eyes told him she wasn't offended. He smiled, though he wasn't sure if it was an apology smile or an ‘I'm sucking up to you’ smile. Jack watched the top of her head as she perused the photos in turn, studying each one intently. When she got the image of a section from the man's neck, she removed a magnifying glass from a drawer and took a closer look.

      “They aren't terribly clear, are they, Jack?” she said, sounding disappointed.

      Jack kept quiet; he didn't want to agree with her in case she gave up too soon.

      “I wonder if the original files are still with Winstanley,” she mused. “He might have the master copy that we can get better copies off?” She was thinking out loud.

      Jack didn't need to reply, and the silence went on for what felt like a couple of minutes but was probably only seconds in reality. He felt like he was sitting on the edge of his chair, eagerly waiting for good news about test results.

      Finally, Faye put the magnifying glass down and looked straight at Jack.

      “Tell you what I'll do,” she said. “I'll contact Charles Winstanley's office, and when we've had the second autopsy on Callum Parker later on, I'll ask the pathologist to see what he thinks. How does that sound?”

      “I can't say fairer than that, can I? Thanks.”

      “If we can get a better resolution of the photos, we might see things a bit clearer,” she said, pointing to a particular one. “For instance, in this area, that would be where I would be looking at if it was the same sort of event, but there isn’t enough detail visible. It’s too grainy.” She picked the photos up and put them back in the folder. “Can I keep these for now?”

      “Please, yes,” said Jack. “Any help you can give me would be appreciated.” He rose to leave, not wishing to take any more of her valuable time.

      

      Shortly after Jack had left, Faye made the call to Charles Winstanley's office. It seemed they did have the original masters, so she asked for the higher-resolution image files to be emailed on to her as soon as possible.
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      In high-profile cases, it’s not unusual for there to be a second autopsy. Often lawyers defending clients on murder charges call for another one just to be doubly sure of the facts, and many pathologists have their work re-examined in this way. Anyone who finds themselves accused of murder, for instance, would want a second opinion too. Nonetheless, this is never pleasant for the pathologist—one never liked being second-guessed, and Dr Faye Mitchell was no different. She’d met the second pathologist many times at conferences and medical get-togethers, and though she wouldn't exactly have referred to him as a friend, she certainly regarded him as a colleague, though not from the same team.

      Dr Kevin Douglas worked in Surrey and had a solid reputation; he was a regular in courtrooms and in the expert witness box. It helped to know who was going to be rechecking your work, and the fact that it was Dr Kevin Douglas gave Faye some heart. While it wasn’t required for the first pathologist to be witness to the second autopsy, it was normal procedure. And Faye was interested in his findings as well as wanting to see how the man worked.

      There was little sense in moving the body to another venue across town; it was much easier for Douglas to go where he was needed. Faye had already sent specimen samples and photos across to him and given him a heads-up about what they were looking at. She could do no more at this stage apart from wait for Dr Douglas to arrive and try to steady her nerves. Everything was ready and waiting to be confirmed.

      Dr Kevin Douglas was a distinctive man to look at—tall and dark, though not particularly attractive. She’d heard colleagues politely refer to him as having a face for radio. Standing at around 6 ft 6 in height, he had dark hair that started from his temples and hung down to touch his collar. The dome of his head, however, was as shiny as a new coin. He reminded Faye of Herman Munster.

      He smiled directly at her as he entered the office, and once again, she was struck by how slim he was; he looked like he could snap at the waist at any moment. She stood and greeted him with her outstretched hand, which he took gently; his was almost twice the size of her own. His fingers were so long and thin they resembled the plastic skeleton’s that hung on a stand in the corner of her office. She wondered if he played the piano.

      “Dr Douglas, it's good to see you again,” she said, tilting her head back to connect her eyes to his. He stood nearly a foot taller than her.

      “Please, just call me Kevin,” he said, smiling. His eyes were an intense hazel and reminded Faye of the glass bead eyes on a teddy bear she’d had as a youngster. Clear and wonderfully warm.

      “And obviously I'm Faye Mitchell.”

      “It's good to see you again, too. How have you been keeping?”

      “Well, apart from being second-guessed in this case, I've been great, thank you. And you?” She wasn’t trying to sound smart, and instantly regretted voicing her nerves at Douglas.

      “The same here, thanks. And I wouldn't worry about being second-guessed, Faye, because from those photos and samples you’ve sent me already, I can see what the outcome will be. But I have been tasked with performing a second autopsy, so that's what I'm here to do, and it's good to have you alongside me.”

      You can tell so much about a man by the way he speaks, Faye thought, and Dr Kevin Douglas was a gentleman. He might not be a poster boy, but he was warm, friendly and well mannered. She felt herself relax; her shoulders settled back at their normal angle. Somehow, she felt reassured that the work she’d already completed and the conclusion she’d come to would not be disputed.

      “Shall we?”

      Faye couldn't help smiling; it felt like he was asking her to dance. He led her out into her own autopsy suite, where she grabbed disposable aprons and gloves and passed a set to him.

      For Faye, it was always a pleasant experience to see another pathologist at work, particularly someone as esteemed as Kevin Douglas. As the body of Callum Parker was examined once again from head to foot, all Faye could do was stand back and watch and answer any questions he had of her and her findings. When it came to the main areas of concern—the brain and the neck bones—he referred back to the photographs and the reports that she had already given him.

      “You've done a very thorough job, Faye, and from what I've seen so far I'm inclined to agree with your results. I see no congenital aneurysm that could have caused the haemorrhage, and when I look at the vertebral arteries, I can clearly see a rupture. Obviously, I'm going to have to write up a full report, but your summation is correct—that it wasn't the sudden braking but rather the forced turning of the steering wheel so frantically that dislocated his spine, which in turn ruptured the artery, resulting in the haemorrhage.” He turned and smiled at Faye reassuringly, knowing himself how unpleasant it was to be second-guessed.

      “Well, I am relieved that you agree. I was certain of my findings, of course, and it's unfortunate that the family wanted this, but I can understand why.”

      “Oh, me too. Like I say, I'll write up a report saying that I concur with what you have found, and add in the fact that all the smoking and arguing and fighting could well have accelerated it. We’ll never know for certain if it could have been avoided.”

      “I wonder what the family will do next. Will they let this go now?”

      “Faye, your guess is as good as mine,” Kevin said. “In my experience, many are satisfied, but others just won't let it lie. The Parkers may file a civil case against the officer involved, but the evidence is clear, Faye. You and I both arrived at the same conclusion; there would be little point in a third autopsy. It’s one of those freaky things that happened. The human body is a complex machine, and sometimes we have no control over what it can do. In this case, Callum Parker died from his own actions and nobody else was to blame.”

      “I agree.”

      “I think we’re done here,” he said, checking the clock on the wall and pulling his gloves and plastic apron off at the same time. “I don't know about you, Faye, but I'm rather peckish. Have you got time for coffee somewhere? I saw a small café not far away from here, on the way in.”

      “I know the one, and they bake the best muffins if you fancy one.” His smile told her he was interested. “And I also have something else for you to take a look at, if you don’t mind?”

      “Not at all. I am at your disposal,” he said, smiling down at her.

      Faye felt herself get a little warm around her face and neck.

      She was blushing.
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      While she'd been in with Kevin Douglas doing the second autopsy on Callum Parker, better copies of the files had landed. And because her PA knew she was waiting for them, she had printed them out and placed them on her desk ready. Faye eyed them as she and Kevin passed by.

      “Just give me a minute, would you Kevin? I'll be right with you.” Gathering up the photos, she glanced at them quickly, noting that they were in fact somewhat clearer. She stuffed them into a nearby folder to take with her. When being asked for a second opinion, or asking someone else for one, Faye liked to have her own already established first, but in this instance, there hadn't been time—she'd explain along the way.

      The two doctors walked the short distance to the café around the corner. The smell of freshly roasted coffee beans and warm muffins hung on the air.

      By way of conversation, Faye said, “This is my favourite café, so I'm very lucky it's so close to work.” Kevin held the door open for her and she slipped inside. It was modern in décor—glass, slate, concrete, tiled floors, bare walls—but filled with local artists’ depictions of trendy local scenes in various muted shades. She noticed Kevin glancing around the walls, looking at the various pieces.

      “They look quite good to me,” she commented. “I've often thought about buying one myself.” Kevin was gazing at one in particular, an impression of the old asylum that had been knocked down to make way for the prison. “It looks a bit creepy, don't you think?” said Faye. “It was knocked down only fairly recently. The local loony bin, as it would have been called years ago, though you wouldn't get away with calling it that these days. And not everybody that got locked up in there was officially loony.” Kevin raised his eyebrows in agreement. “Medicine has come a long way in a very short space of time, don't you think? And we’re much more open to discussing some illnesses. It’s okay to talk about mental health and depression, for instance, but certainly not back then. It was easier to medicate and hibernate. Except they didn't wake up again in the spring.”

      Kevin gave her his strange, sad smile again. “I often wonder what happened to all those people,” he mused. “Sad, really. I guess they are out in the community somewhere, struggling.”

      They placed their order and took seats at a small table by the window. It was always busy there, with mainly local workers buying food to go. It was a bit far out for local shoppers, so people tended to pop in grab what they needed and dash off again. It was good business for the café owners. No one sat lingering with laptops, making a single coffee last all day.

      Faye pulled the file out while they waited for their drinks to arrive. “If I could impose on your brain a while longer?” she enquired.

      “Absolutely. What is it?”

      “I haven't seen these new photos myself yet, but I'd be interested in your opinion anyway. So I'm not going to say anything, but I’ll hand them over and let you peruse them, tell me what you think.” She nudged them towards him across the table and watched Kevin pull his reading glasses out of the top pocket of his jacket and slip them on the end of his nose. The brown tortoiseshell rims made the honey of his eyes look even richer. She felt herself blushing slightly again at the thought of what she just envisaged. While Kevin wasn't the most attractive oil painting in the world, she found herself drawn to him for some reason, and in particular his honey-coloured eyes. She pulled her gaze away quickly before he noticed—she hoped he hadn't done so already.

      Faye sat quietly while he looked over each photo in turn, picking them up and holding them closer to see. He didn't say anything. A waitress arrived at Faye’s shoulder with a tray carrying coffee and their muffins, and Faye could immediately see the girl's predicament—where should she put their order down? She also saw the young woman turning pale as she realised she was looking at autopsy pictures. Kevin perceptively became aware at the same time and hurriedly gathered all the photos together, placing the one he was most interested in on top, allowing the young woman to put the tray down. She scurried off like a mouse escaping a cat’s grasp. When she had gone, Kevin burst out laughing and Faye couldn't help joining in, their eyes meeting across the table.

      “Oops,” said Kevin. “That’ll put her off food for today.”

      Faye pushed Kevin's coffee across to him along with his muffin and took a sip of her own while he studied the photograph on the top of the stack. She broke the crunchy part off the top of the muffin and began to eat, giving the man time to gather his thoughts.

      “I'm guessing this is an old case, and I'm also guessing you have no samples?”

      “Correct.”

      “I'm also guessing you think this could be a similar case to what we’ve been working on this morning?”

      “Correct again,” she said, taking another bite. Icing sugar gathered on her chin and self-consciously she wiped it off with her napkin.

      “Well,” he said, “it's hard to be sure from this printout, but I'd say you could be looking at the same thing. Look,” he said, pointing to a particular area. “That could be dislocation. I wonder why the original pathologist who performed the autopsy didn’t spot it?”

      Faye had another idea come to her.

      “Or maybe it was the photographer who inadvertently did spot it, with the camera angle perhaps?”

      “That’s possible, I suppose, and perhaps the pathologist simply overlooked it or wasn’t aware of the photographic outcome, having already seen what he’d seen with his own eyes and made his decision. It’s possible. And maybe fifteen years ago it hadn’t been seen before? I’m guessing, of course. You’d have to do some research.”

      Faye sat back and chewed quietly, deep in thought. The implications were massive—life-changing, in this case.

      “This person is very likely to have experienced the same outcome: a ruptured artery, just like our friend Mr Parker. What's the situation with this case now?” Kevin asked.

      “He’s been in prison for murder ever since.”

      Kevin raised his eyebrows. “Murder?” He sounded incredulous.

      “Yes, apparently so. DC Jack Rutherford remembered the case from when we started working on the current one, and he had a look into it. It seems a bit over the top. Don't you think?”

      “I certainly do.”

      “So how can we prove otherwise with what we've got here? And what can we do to help the man?”

      “We find the original pathologist, first off. After that, there is only one way as far as I can see.”

      Faye felt she understood what he meant but needed to be sure. “Exhumation.”

      “Got it in one,” he said. “Let’s hope we don’t need to go that far.”
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      No one liked a dirty copper, and no one liked a dirty pathologist either. Faye’s head was swimming with reasons why the great Dr Charles Winstanley had made such a catastrophic error, one that had resulted in a man being imprisoned for nearly fifteen years. How she approached it was going to be awkward—he was her old tutor, no less—but meant that an innocent man had gone to prison. Someone had to help put it right. Winstanley was pretty much retired now, but fifteen years ago he would still have been extremely competent. Not that retirement meant you weren't competent, of course, but age sometimes dulled the mind; there was a reason why people retired from such a technical job.

      As Kevin and Faye left the café there was a comfortable silence between them and she assumed Kevin was thinking along the same lines—and feeling glad it wasn't him that had to do the deed in confronting the great doctor. Traffic whizzed by as though nothing traumatic was going on in the drivers’ heads, and in truth most of them probably hadn’t much to worry about, save for the usual—paying the mortgage, getting the kids to school on time or what to have for dinner. She doubted anybody was wondering about how to get an innocent man out of prison and how to approach a revered pathologist about the fact that he'd made a grave error.

      Kevin broke the silence and said, “I can help where I can, if you'd like me to, but I totally understand if you don't want me anywhere near it. It's your case, Faye.”

      “I appreciate that. Thank you,” she said, still facing forward as they walked. “The first thing I need to do is talk to Jack and see what’s what, and then someone needs to pay Mr Winstanley a visit. I'm not relishing the job, not only because he was my teacher, but because I work with his daughter here in the lab. This is not going to go down too well, is it?”

      “No. I see what you mean. I know that his son is a pathologist up in Manchester too. I've worked with him a couple of times, actually. He’s a decent bloke.”

      “The whole family are, which is why I wonder about this slipup. How could he have missed it?”

      “Well, maybe in his head, he already had the answer and didn’t need to see the images, what was really in the photographs, because he'd done the autopsy. He knew with his own eyes what he’d seen, but the angle that the photographer managed to capture inadvertently is all we have to go on. Luckily, we have that. It’s photographic evidence now over memory.”

      “But surely Winstanley looked at the photographs afterwards. You know, during the trial?

      “But if he didn't see it the first time in the lab, he wouldn't be looking for it when giving evidence. And the image printouts were not very clear because of the low-resolution copies. They are clear now, because we know what we’re looking at and we have the much bigger master. They didn’t email that size of file back then; the computers probably couldn’t cope with the sizes. I know it sounds like I'm making excuses, but it is quite feasible that that's what happened and it's just something that got missed by chance.”

      “I need to go and see Jack and Amanda urgently,” she said. “They'll know what to do, because now we have evidence of a wrongful imprisonment. Maybe one of them will go and see Winstanley. Getting the man out now could be quite a task, but this is new evidence, so hopefully they'll be able to use it. It doesn't matter why the pathologist missed it; it matters that it’s put right. Don't you think?”

      “I absolutely do. Yes, figure out Charles Winstanley later, but let the police know now.”

      They were back at the building now and as they entered the lift to go back upstairs, they let the subject drop and turned to small talk. Faye knew there was nothing more she could do until she’d spoken to Jack, though she thought maybe she should go through it again and try to find another possible explanation. She couldn't mention this to anybody within her office; she had to keep it to herself.

      The doors opened on Faye’s floor and they walked past the fish tank and headed back to her desk, where they said their formal goodbyes.

      “Do you want me to take a copy of this file away?” Kevin enquired.

      She couldn't immediately see why he’d want to copy, but he was offering; it could come in useful in the future, she surmised.

      “I’ll get a copy made if you can hang on for a moment,” she said, and took the file out to her PA to be copied. The two walked slowly back to reception together, just passing time while her PA did the necessary and caught them up. Once at the entrance door again, Faye thanked Kevin once more for coming in and for corroborating her results on the Parker case.

      “No corroborating needed, really, Faye,” he said. “You are correct in your summation, as I said. That's exactly what happened, and I found the same thing. The guy killed himself, in effect—an unfortunate, freaky accident that nobody could have seen coming and nobody but Callum Parker could have stopped.”

      The PA came over and handed over the copies Faye had requested. Faye passed them to Kevin.

      “It was nice meeting you, Kevin,” she said.

      “And you too, Faye. Maybe if I'm passing, we could sample another muffin together. What do you think?” His eyes twinkled like warm, clear honey again, and Faye couldn't help but smile. And agree.

      Walking away back to her office, she couldn't understand why she was smiling and then she realised—she quite liked Kevin.

      But she needed to motor on with this now and call Jack immediately. She dialled his number and he picked up right away.

      “I have some news for you, Jack. Are you able to come this way?”

      “What's up, Doc?” he said. He sounded like Bugs Bunny.

      “I’ve got something I'm sure you'll be interested in, and I don't want to leave it any longer, or say it over the phone. I've got stuff I’ve got to get on with here, but I’m hoping you're a little freer?”

      “I'm on my way,” said Jack. “I’ll be there in twenty.”
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      Jack couldn't believe what Faye was telling him. It was like music to his ears, like “Mr. Blue Sky” on full blast on a Bang & Olufsen sound system bouncing around in his car. It was everything he wanted to hear.

      Michael Hardesty had not been responsible for the death of Chesney McAllister.

      Now all he had to do was figure out how to get the man out of prison—no easy task. Rather than waiting until he got back to the station, he called ahead to Amanda to tell her the good news. But while he didn't expect her to be as ecstatic as he was, he had hoped for a more upbeat response.

      “What’s the matter, Amanda?” Jack asked. “I thought you might sound a bit more enthusiastic.”

      “Sorry, Jack,” she said distractedly. “But Gordon is here waiting with his solicitor  and Dupin seems to have gone AWOL. I’d have thought he might like to prep since he doesn't know much about the case, and apart from a quick phone conversation with me, he appears to be leaving it to the last minute. I’m not impressed.”

      “I'm sure he’ll be back in time.”

      “Well, you can't do the interview and I can’t either, not really.” Jack picked up on her low tone, it wasn’t like Amanda to be like this. “Hey, Amanda, don't be so down about it. I know that's easier said than done, but nothing has happened as yet, so the best thing is to try not to worry until something, if anything, happens.” Jack winced at his own words; they sounded hollow even to his ears, but what else could he possibly say?

      “It is easy for you to say, Jack, but it's Ruth I'm concerned about, too. She’s going to blame me for this, and that's going to be hard on both of us. I can't believe this is happening. Gordon is a family member and I just can't comprehend that he’d be involved in a murder!” Her voice was a good couple of octaves higher now than when she’d picked up the phone call.

      “I know what you mean,” said Jack. “But have you spoken to Ruth yet?”

      “She’s still not picking up; she’s obviously avoiding me. And I suspect Gordon has called her this morning anyway, so she's probably keeping her distance. I’ll be enemy number one, the police detective on the case. I'm dreading going home later.”

      “You can always come round to mine if you need some space,” said Jack. “There’s always a spare room if it helps.”

      “I hope it doesn't come to that. Whatever happens, we've got to work through this together, and separate houses aren’t the answer. But thanks anyway.”

      Jack sensed she was ready to talk about something other than her personal life, so he obliged. “Just by way of a change in the subject for a moment, have you spoken to Des Walker's sister, Rose? Has she been informed now that we have her brother’s remains?”

      “Yes, she is aware now. Raj went over earlier on. At least she won’t always be wondering and worrying and trying to figure out where he'd been all these years. It should bring her some peace now, even though he’s dead. It can't be easy when someone goes missing; all sorts of things would remind you of them. But at least she's got closure now. That’s one good thing for this case.”

      “Indeed. Well, I've got to make a quick detour before I get back in, so I’ll be back in an hour or two.”

      “That's not a quick detour, Jack,” she said.

      “Okay, I lied. I've got to pay a visit, and I’m not referring to the gents’ toilets. If Dupin asks after me, keep him amused, eh?”

      “I don't think that's an issue, to tell you the truth.” She sounded lower than an oboe; all the fight had drained out of her voice as she resigned herself to the fact that something could happen to Gordon. And that meant to her and Ruth as well. With a shudder, Jack realised just how much crap could fall upon her family. He hoped she had a tough umbrella to shelter under.

      

      It didn't take Jack long to find Eddie Edwards’ current address, which was where he was headed now. He wanted to find out for himself just why he’d been drinking at the Jolly Carter so often, and more importantly, why he’d met up with Mac McAllister in the back room. What Jim had told him over bacon rolls had been playing on his mind, and something had niggled away at him. Now things were becoming a little clearer as time wore on, but he needed to hear it for himself. Add that to the evidence that the pathologist had somehow got it wrong, and it seemed that maybe something bigger was going on. It wouldn’t be the first time corruption had been involved in a trial.

      He wasn't surprised, then, when he turned into Eddie Edwards’ road that his address wasn't far from the crash scene—if you were a sparrow. Or on foot.

      Nor from Dupin's house.

      He pulled up outside Eddie's flat and took in the surroundings. It was a far cry from the days when Edwards had been driving around in a brand-new fire-engine-red Jaguar with a woman on each arm, and Jack wondered what had happened to the man’s luck since he’d left the force. He hadn't invested his ill-gotten gains wisely, that was evident.

      Jack pressed the buzzer and waited for the door to open. When it did, he was taken aback by the first words out of Eddie's mouth as he peered from around the cracked door, where the security chain was holding the fort.

      “You as well?”

      His words weren’t lost on Jack. He let them filter into the back of his brain and linger until later, when he could figure out who else had visited.

      “Let me in, Eddie,” he said impatiently. The door closed again and the chain rattled as it was taken out of its socket, and then the door reopened, allowing Jack to walk inside. He’d never been to Eddie’s house, had not kept in contact with him since he’d left the force so suddenly; they hadn’t been best buddies at the time. As Jack surveyed the squalor that the man now lived in, he was saddened at how the man's life had obviously hit rock bottom. It was nothing more than a glorified squat.

      “I'm obviously popular station conversation,” Eddie said.

      Jack ignored him, but filed it with the other snippet that was rattling around his head. Someone else was interested in the man, but who? What else would Eddie come up with if he let him speak?

      “Then you'll know why I’m here,” said Jack. “What can you tell me about the pathologist in Hardesty's case?”

      Eddie’s eyebrows raised and furrowed all at the same time. Jack noticed his surprised look; it seemed genuine.

      “Not a lot. I'm no expert, am I? Why the interest?”

      “He got it wrong, Eddie. Michael Hardesty is in prison and he’s innocent. He wasn’t responsible for McAllister’s death.”

      “Well, shit happens,” said Eddie, sounding bored.

      “That’s all you can say? ‘Shit happens’?” Jack paced up and down the tiny, filthy kitchen area, rubbing his forehead with his fingers as if stimulating his brain somehow. “How much of a part did you play in it? I know you were in the McAllisters’ pocket.”

      Eddie glared at Jack but said nothing. It was obvious he didn't really give a stuff anymore.

      “I don’t have to answer your questions, Jack,” shouted Eddie, suddenly angry. “I’m not a copper anymore, I’m a civilian, so I'd like you to leave my house. Now.”

      Eddie’s irises were blazing, though the whites stayed a dirty yellow, the colour of diluted mustard. The man’s kidneys were not functioning as they should.

      “What are you afraid of, Eddie? What happened back then? Why did this pathologist get it so wrong?”

      “I know nothing about the pathologist,” said Eddie, averting his gaze towards the far wall. Wallpaper was peeling from the top corner and had drooped down, giving the impression the tired room had sagged.

      “Maybe not, but you know about other stuff. What else happened, Eddie? Because this all stinks—stinks like a pig farm at swill-out time.”

      “Can't help you with that, Jack. Now, if that's all you came for, I think you should leave now. I've already said my bit.”

      But Jack wasn’t ready to leave just yet, even though he was being edged towards the front door. “I'm assuming that it was you that set Dupin up. You can almost see the Parker house from the top of the hill outside.”

      “Get out! I don't have to answer your questions. Now sod off, will you?”

      “No, you don't Eddie,” Jack said, resignation in his voice. “Sometimes it's what you don't say that gives me the answer.”

      Jack was back at the front door. He opened it and stepped out, then turned back. He could see Eddie’s outline against the light coming in from the kitchen window. The man was reed thin.

      “I hope the money you got was worth it,” Jack shouted. “How much was it, exactly? A new Jag every year? If you've got a conscience, Eddie, you'll do the right thing. I'll leave you with that thought. Help me put it right, then maybe you'll sleep a bit easier at night. You look like you need it.”

      He slammed the door closed, and stormed back towards his waiting car.

      

      Eddie slumped down on a ripped vinyl chair and started to cry. In reality, no, it hadn’t been worth it.

      But it was too late now.
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      Doug at the front desk rang through to Amanda to tell her that Gordon Simpson and his solicitor, were still waiting.

      “Show them through to the interview room, would you, please?” said Amanda. “DI Dupin is on his way back, so he won't be long. Make him a cup of tea or something.”

      “I’ll get the tea boy to do it,” said Doug, “and that ain’t me.”

      Amanda rolled her eyes in frustration. She didn’t need the petty grief when there was so much crap already colliding inside her skull. It was about time that man retired. She put the phone down and sat back in her chair, disappointed that Ruth still hadn't called her back. Amanda had stopped trying; there was no point making it more and more obvious what was happening. She’d deal with it later, face to face, when she got home.

      Dupin was on the case now, not her, and Amanda resigned herself to hearing what went on second-hand when the DI eventually arrived. And Jack still wasn't back either; his little detour had taken the longest hour in human history. Still, in another few minutes, everything would be well underway and hopefully Gordon Simpson would be back home as if nothing had happened. Deep inside, though, Amanda knew that that was unlikely to happen, and an overnight spell in a police cell could be part of the DI’s plan.

      Half an hour later Dupin blustered into the squad room and cocked his head at Amanda for her to follow. She noticed he’d got the folder in his hands, so at least he looked like he knew what was going on.

      “Anything else I should be aware of, Amanda?”

      “Not to my knowledge. But I’m off the case now.”

      “Right, yes, of course.” Dupin carried on towards the interview room, file swinging in his hand. She was about to head back to her own desk, then had second thoughts and slipped into the viewing room so she could watch her father-in-law’s interview take place.

      Gordon Simpson looked ill at ease. Who wouldn't be, in his situation? His solicitor sat beside him, and even though Amanda had no prior knowledge of his work, his body language looked competent and his neat, tailored suit gave him an air of authority. The one-way mirror and the computer screens feeding images from the camera told her little else about the man. Maybe after the interview she’d know more.

      DI Dupin had his back to her and started off gently by asking some basic questions. Either he was leading Gordon into a false sense of security or he was frantically trying to reorder things in his own mind, having only just blustered into the office. He didn't strike Amanda as fully prepared for what was about to go on in the interview room. But that was how he was at times: Dopey—hence his nickname. And the pressure he'd been under himself of recent probably hadn't helped his focus. Maybe it would work in Gordon Simpson’s favour. Maybe not.

      Eventually Dupin reached the time period when Des Walker had actually disappeared.

      “So, Des Walker came to do some work at your property. Is that correct, Mr Simpson?”

      “Yes, correct.”

      “And that was on Wednesday, 10 August 2016?”

      “I believe so.”

      “You believe so?” questioned Dupin.

      “I didn't write it in my calendar, since I wasn't involved.”

      “Where were you the day that the landscaper started work at your property?”

      “I was at work—with plenty of witnesses.”

      “What time did you get to and leave work?”

      “I arrived just before nine, and I left just after five, like I do every other day, like clockwork. Anybody at work can vouch for me. The only time I left in between times was to get my sandwich at lunchtime, and I slipped out the office for maybe ten or fifteen minutes.”

      Gordon was starting to sound and look a little more confident, thought Amanda. At least he had an alibi for the timeline in question.

      “What did you do that night when you got home?”

      “Same as always. I had my dinner and watched TV.”

      “On the following day, Thursday, 11 August 2016, what was your routine?”

      Amanda noticed Gordon's head drop a little. She wondered why.

      “Mr Simpson?” Dupin pressed on. Where were you on Thursday, 11 August 2016?”

      “I was actually on a course that day.”

      “You were on a course?”

      “Yes, continued education. We have to do so many hours each year. I was on a course.”

      “Where was this course, and what time did it start?” asked Dupin.

      “It was out over Ealing way, and it was a full day, from memory. It started at nine AM and finished at four PM.”

      “And I'm guessing again you have people who can verify that you were there for all that time?”

      Gordon took a deep breath while he seemed to figure his words, and Amanda was curious as to what was going on his head. She pressed her tongue up against her top teeth, willing his answer to keep him out of further trouble.

      “That morning there was a delay on the tube,” said Gordon resignedly. “Somebody decided to commit suicide, and the trains were all backed up. So we sat in the tunnel for a good hour before things got moving again.”

      “Is that right?” Dupin said, smiling. “So, you weren't there on time, is that what you're telling me, Mr Simpson?”

      “I was delayed, but I got there later that morning. There's plenty of people who could confirm that, I’m sure. We left at four PM for home as usual, in time for dinner.”

      “Was your wife, Madeline Simpson, at home that morning?”

      “I would expect so, though she’d be getting ready to go to work herself. I left at the usual time, so I've no idea. It was the tube that was delayed, not me.”

      Amanda noticed that Gordon was getting anxious; his voice was rising slightly and getting snappier with each response. His solicitor hadn't said anything yet, but then Dupin hadn't asked any questions that Gordon couldn't answer simply. She watched Gordon wring his hands nervously on the table in front of him; the questioning was starting to bother him.

      Amanda was aware of the door into the viewing room opening behind her, and turned to see Jack slipping in.

      “Thought I'd just see how it's going,” said Jack.

      “That depends which side you're on,” said Amanda. “Gordon seems ever so worked up now, and I don't blame him, but he's just said that he was delayed getting to his course on the Thursday morning. There was a suicide on the line, and the detective in me says that would have been on the news. He could have used that excuse and not been on that tube at all. He could have been at home, disposing of a body.”

      “You’re beginning to sound like you don’t believe him either,” said Jack.

      “No, I’m not. I’m saying that’s what Dupin will be thinking too. The chance of tracing anybody that could confirm he was on that tube is pretty remote. Yes, the CCTV cameras down there could be scrutinized. But it would be like searching for a vegan in a butcher’s shop— a long shot— and he is hardly someone that stands out in a crowd during rush hour.

      “Good luck with that one,” Jack grunted in reply, hoping he wasn't going to be the one to have to trawl through the footage to prove otherwise.

      “Dupin’s taking it easy at the moment, but I can feel where this is going. It could be a long night,” said Amanda. “And until Dupin is satisfied with his replies, he’ll want to keep working on him. And that means an arrest.”

      Jack didn't know what to say, and settled for “It’ll all work out in the end, Amanda.” He hoped it sounded encouraging enough, because right now as he looked at Gordon Simpson, it didn't bode well. Even if Simpson had been on that tube, there had still been plenty of time the previous evening to dig a hole under cover of darkness and bury Des Walker.

      “Do you recognise this?” Dupin asked, pushing a photo across the table. It showed the gold cufflink.

      Gordon stared at it before speaking. “Yes, it’s a cufflink.”

      “Of yours?”

      “I had some like this, yes. Madeline bought them for an anniversary present one year, but I lost one somewhere.”

      “We found a single cufflink not far from the remains of Mr Walker. Can you explain how that could have happened, Mr Simpson?” Dupin sat back in his chair, smug.

      “I’m sorry, no, I can’t. Maybe I lost it in the garden and with the digging, it’s turned up.” Gordon’s voice faltered slightly, as he undoubtedly realised where this was heading. An item of his had been found near a dead body in his old garden. Anyone would start to feel frightened at the implications and Gordon couldn’t explain it any further. His solicitor finally spoke.

      “Since they are Crystal Palace supporter merchandise, many pairs of these cufflinks would have been sold, so it hardly means my client is responsible for a man’s death, Detective Inspector.” He stood to leave. “Now, if that’s all you’ve got, my client has been more than generous with his time. And we’re leaving.”

      Gordon stood, too, confusion evident on his face.

      Dupin got to his feet as well, and Amanda and Jack watched intently, knowing in their hearts what was about to happen. They’d seen it so many times before.

      “Not so fast,” said Dupin. “Gordon Simpson, I’m arresting you for the murder of Desmond Walker. You do not have to say anything...”

      Amanda dropped her head with a mixture of anguish and worry. Only Gordon himself knew if he had anything to do with the landscaper’s death, but his arrest had just made things a whole lot more official. She hoped he wouldn’t be charged, not Gordon. She had to do something, but what? Her hands were well and truly tied behind her back now.

      “I need some air,” she said, and left Jack watching the proceedings.

      Jack, for his part, knew what this would now mean for Amanda, his friend and colleague, and his shoulders sagged under the realisation.

      “Damn it!”
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      Jack watched as the small group in the interview room split up. Gordon Simpson and his solicitor huddled together deep in conversation, while Dupin left the room for a moment. He wondered about Ruth and whether Amanda would give her a call now, although since Ruth appeared to be avoiding her, it was unlikely. While it was tempting as a friend of the family to call her himself, it wasn't the done thing. And Gordon hadn't been charged with a crime as yet; he was still merely answering questions under caution. Still, it meant they could hold him for a full 24 hours, and because this was in regards to a murder investigation, that could be extended if need be. Jack hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Why Dupin had arrested the man quite so soon Jack wasn't sure, but Dupin had other things on his mind, so maybe he wasn't thinking clearly.

      Jack thought back to his earlier conversation with Eddie, and the mention of his previous visitor. It had to have been Dupin, thanks to Kyle at the prison. But why would Dupin be involving himself in an old case, one that he'd only just found out that Jack was working on, and nothing to do with Gordon Simpson at all? The fact that Dupin's mind was evidently elsewhere could be a good or bad thing, depending on your outlook and whose side you were on, but in this case, it didn’t bode well for accuracy and open-mindedness.

      He glanced at the clock on the wall; it was getting late and there was nothing more for Jack to do here. He made his way out of the viewing room in search of Amanda; she needed his support right now. When things got personal, rationality went out the window, and he only hoped that she wasn't going to do anything stupid. He made his way towards the back door, figuring that was where she'd headed when she’d announced her need for air. There’d be no point going to the squad room or out the front, where protesters were still waiving their banners and shouting at anyone that might listen.

      “It’s about time they buggered off home,” he mumbled to himself.

      He found her outside, perched with one bottom cheek on a concrete step, shoulders bent forward and her head in both hands. He hoped she wasn't crying—he'd never seen her cry, and he wasn’t good with other people’s tears. Jack sat down next to her and put his arm around her shoulders, feeling a little uneasy at the contact. While they were mates, she was still technically his boss and they were at work, but still, she was human and so was he, and if she needed some support, he was the one to give it. If prying eyes didn't approve, tough shit.

      He rubbed ever so gently in between her shoulder blades with his left hand, something his mother had used to do to him when he was upset as a young boy. He’d appreciated the comfort. Amanda responded by lifting her head and turned to him with moist eyes. Her tears were about to spill over, but she fought them back with sheer will, and so far, they were staying put.

      “Well, there’s nothing more you can do here tonight, Amanda,” said Jack. “Why don’t you head home, go and talk to Ruth?”

      “The fact that I'm so close to this makes me want to be involved. He's my father-in-law, Jack. I'm supposed to be able to help him, protect him, protect Ruth from bad things happening. I feel so helpless.”

      “I'm sure this will all wear out soon enough. There’s got to be something positive that can help him if he’s innocent, and he’s not been charged yet.”

      “You know as well as I do, it doesn't matter about that. If the CPS thinks there is a case beyond reasonable doubt that he is the person who did it, or at the very least disposed of the man’s body, then he'll be charged shortly. And then it’s going to be hell.”

      They both knew that Gordon’s being charged with murder meant time in a remand centre while awaiting trial, followed by a lengthy prison spell if he was found guilty.

      “Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” said Jack. “Let's not get ahead of ourselves. Being arrested just means Dupin can formally question him, and until we've got something a bit more concrete to present to the CPS, he won't be charged. This time tomorrow he could be back at his own house.”

      “Don't get my hopes up, Jack. I know what you're trying to do and I appreciate it, but just don’t, okay?” She stood, brushing his arm off her shoulders, and headed back inside. Jack was tempted to follow, but figured he'd give her some space. She was probably going to get her bag and head home, as he’d suggested. He hoped she would; there was nothing she could achieve here.

      It was time he was heading out himself, but Dupin might need him, so he headed back inside to see what the man’s next move was. He found Dupin in his office, seated behind his desk, deep in thought. Jack rapped on the door with his knuckle and walked in.

      “What's your plan?” said Jack. “Leaving him to stew before you go back for more questions?”

      Dupin didn’t bother to raise his eyes. “Something like that. Do you need something, Jack?” he asked.

      “I was just going to head off home, but I don't know if you need me, what with Amanda out of it.”

      “Amanda? Oh, yes. Father-in-law. No, she can't be involved. “

      “I guess Raj is going to be working with you on it? Not me?”

      “Yes, I’ll stick with Raj, keep things clean. I've had it up to my back teeth with people pointing fingers at procedure and cover-ups. I don't need any more crap. Go home, Jack. I'll call you if you’re needed, if anything transpires.”

      Jack was about to head out the door when a question occurred to him. He wrestled for a moment, debating whether to ask it or not. What the hell.

      “Do you think the CPS will go for it on what little we have—a body in his old garden and a cufflink nearby?”

      Dupin finally looked up at him. “Quite probably.”
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      If Amanda thought she was dreading going home before, the dread had now doubled. It felt like broken concrete slabs thrown together in her stomach, jagged edges pushing out from her insides. She wasn't looking forward to facing Ruth. She slipped her key into the lock and went inside. The house was deathly quiet, yet she knew Ruth was home. She could smell her, sense her; her perfume lingered in the hallway and Amanda could feel her presence somewhere close by. There was no point calling out; she doubted if Ruth would answer.

      Amanda glanced around the lounge door to check if she was there, but the room was empty. She carried on down to the kitchen and peered inside. Ruth was stood looking out of the kitchen window at her herb garden, but didn't say a word as she heard Amanda come in. Her body language conveyed how she was feeling; her shoulders visibly sagged. Amanda waited patiently, knowing that Ruth needed her space; having never been in such a delicate situation herself before, she hoped that staying quiet was the right thing to do. She stood motionless in the doorway and willed Ruth to turn around and say something.

      It felt like a lifetime later when she finally did, though it was probably only a minute or two. Ruth’s eyes were pink around the edges from crying, her make-up slightly smeared, and she looked terrified. Her bottom lip was trembling as she tried unsuccessfully to steady her voice.

      “Why didn't you call and tell me?” she asked in a voice that was barely audible.

      “I wish I could've, Ruth, you know that, but it's not my place. And you hadn’t returned any of my previous calls. I'm assuming you’ve spoken to your father?”

      “His solicitor called me, said he’d been arrested. It’s serious, isn’t it, Amanda?”

      “I hope it's not Ruth, but you know I can't discuss an ongoing investigation, particularly when it is one that involves a family member. And I'm off the case so I don't know how much help I could be anyway. I can only tell you what I suspect will happen, and that is if Dupin feels he's got enough evidence, he'll go to the CPS and your father will be charged. If not, arrest means just a formal questioning, so he may well be home in a few hours. It really depends on Dupin, the evidence and the CPS. It’s totally out of my hands.”

      At least they were talking, and Amanda wanted to ask again why Ruth hadn't returned any of her calls, but now didn't seem the right time. There were clearly more important things worrying Ruth; Amanda hated seeing her so distressed. Abandoning caution now, she walked over and took her in a warm embrace, rubbing her back like Jack had rubbed hers not long ago, hoping it gave her comfort too. Whatever happened, it would be a trying time for both of them.

      “Do you think Dad did it?” asked Ruth.

      “I don't think so,” said Amanda. “I know what people are capable of, but I hate to think that Gordon did do it.”

      “And what if he didn't?” said Ruth, struggling to keep her tears at bay.

      “Then hopefully there’ll be some evidence to say that he didn't do it, but right now it doesn’t look good. To anyone looking in, a body found in your garden can only mean one thing: the occupant or occupants put it there.”

      “But two people lived in that house—Madeline was there as well.” Ruth sniffed loudly.

      “Unfortunately, Madeline is not here to answer questions, though, and the CPS will think that one of them couldn't have done it without the knowledge of the other. That they were accomplices.”

      “So, you’re saying that just because it was found in Dad’s garden, he is now responsible even though he might not have done it?”

      “For some of it at least, unless evidence proves otherwise. Concealing a crime, particularly one as serious as a murder, still holds a sentence.”

      Ruth turned back to the window and wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. “How long will we have to wait to find out if Dad will be released tonight?”

      “Again, I can't comment, Ruth but I would suspect that he would be held overnight for questioning. That's normal tactic. Your best bet is to talk to his solicitor. Do you have his name and number?”

      “I do,” she said. “I can't bear to think of him lying in a prison cell overnight.”

      “He’s at the police station, Ruth, not in prison.”

      “It's the same thing!” Ruth shouted as she swung round. “He’ll be lying in a cold concrete room with a plastic mattress and a sink if he’s lucky. And he didn't do anything—it's not fair!”

      Tears were running freely down her cheeks now, and Amanda could do nothing but give her another hug. Ruth's body shook as Amanda tried to console her, and she sobbed as though her heart would break. Ruth rarely got upset over anything, and while Amanda knew she was worried about her father, she couldn't help wondering what else was on her mind to have elicited such a powerful reaction. Perhaps it was the stress of work added into the fact.

      When Ruth’s sobs subsided slightly and she pulled away, Amanda tore a piece of kitchen roll off the dispenser nearby and handed it to her to dry her eyes.

      “Let's see what the morning brings,” said Amanda, in as soft a voice as she could muster. “We may well be worrying about nothing. Try and remember that.”

      Ruth nodded as she dabbed, then turned back and resumed gazing down the garden. Her shoulders shook slightly and Amanda knew that she was crying again.

      Stress affected everyone differently, she thought, but Ruth’s display was wildly out of character.

      No, something else was up, Amanda knew.

      She didn’t have to wait long to find out what it was.
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      While Amanda was off the case and sleeping fitfully through the night, another team were going through Gordon's new flat, armed with a search warrant after his arrest. Every drawer, every cupboard door, every nook and cranny was looked into as they searched for something that could possibly link Mr Simpson to the body in his old back garden. Since he’d recently moved house, a lot of his belongings had been sold; not everything from the five-bedroom place would fit into his one-bedroom flat. But he’d kept sentimental things for his new life as a widower.

      It was Raj who found the missing link—quite literally. He had been tasked with searching Gordon's bedroom. Gordon it seemed, was a tidy man, a formal man, and looking through his wardrobe Raj stood to admire his array of neatly pressed shirts and nice suits. They weren't overly flashy, but they were nice nonetheless. Appearance was important to Gordon. Raj ran his hand down the sleeves of the shirts, and even through his latex gloves, he could feel the quality of the cotton. They weren't the finest Egyptian, but they weren't high street either—and they were quite possibly made to measure, to boot. Each shirt had double cuffs rather than the regular single button that most men opted for; Gordon really did like the formal feel. But double-cuffed shirts need to be fastened by something other than a button, and it was the cufflink box on the top of his dresser that gave Raj the final clue to Gordon's involvement in the burial of Des Walker. As he tipped the contents out onto the top of the bureau, there were several pairs that he matched together. But there was an odd one left over, and he'd seen it before in a crime scene photograph. The eagle looked straight at him.

      “Mr Simpson, what have you been up to?” Raj said to the empty room.

      It was identical to the one that had been found in the grave. He slipped it into an evidence bag and labelled it, then alerted the officer in charge of the search.

      The search of the rest of Gordon Simpson’s flat turned up nothing more of use, and the team went back to the station. Gordon was still in police custody but wouldn't be questioned again until the morning. Raj wondered how he’d react to the news that the mate to the mystery cufflink had been found in his own trinket box. It didn’t bode well.

      Raj felt sorry for Amanda; this wasn't going to be easy to weather. While it wasn't her fault, she was going to feel somewhat embarrassed that her father-in-law had been charged with murder; it was only natural. And as she was close to the case, he knew there’d be people with suspicious minds and gossipy mouths.

      

      Ruth had barely touched her plate at dinner time; Amanda wasn't surprised. She wasn't particularly interested in food herself, but her stomach had grumbled regardless and she’d forced herself. Ruth had then retired to bed early, saying she’d got a banging headache; after her tearful outburst earlier, this was understandable. Amanda had stayed downstairs catching up with work. After that, she watched a little TV and went up to bed just after 10 PM. Ruth had been already fast asleep, which was a good thing. The rest would help her recover and deal with whatever else was to fall on her shoulders. She knew it wasn’t over yet.

      When Amanda awoke the following morning, Ruth had already gone, but that was not unusual since it was her early morning running time. She wrapped herself in her pink robe and went downstairs to make the first cup of tea of the day. While she’d managed to sleep herself, she had been aware of Ruth's restlessness, but there was little she’d been able to do to help. The clock on the kitchen wall said it was a little after 6 AM, and the first thing that Amanda thought of was Gordon and how he’d taken his first night in a police cell. After his arrest, she knew there was no way Dupin was going to let him out until he’d used the allocated time to question him. What would today bring, she wondered? Would the CPS charge him? Oh, how she hoped that it wasn't Gordon, that there was another explanation, though what, she couldn't think. Ruth had mentioned Madeline last night, but again Amanda thought there was no way one woman on her own could have disposed of Des Walker’s body; he’d have been a dead weight—literally—and far too heavy for even a muscular man to move, let alone Madeline Simpson. And even if she could have moved the body, there was no way she could have done it all without her husband knowing what was going on. No way. At the very least he had to be an accomplice, and that was a chargeable offence.

      By 7 AM Amanda was at work, anxious to find out if anything significant had happened during the night. Even though she wasn't on the case, there was no harm in asking. Whatever the outcome was, she needed to be able to support Ruth as best she could. Forewarned was forearmed.

      By 10 AM, Gordon Simpson had been charged with the murder of Desmond Walker. He would appear in the Magistrates Court the following morning. It wasn’t the news she wanted to hear.

      But the day was about to get worse. At 1:35 PM, Jack walked into the squad room, where Amanda sat staring at her blank computer screen, and informed her that Ruth was in reception and wished to talk with the officer in charge of Gordon Simpson’s case.

      “What?” she said, her voice full of astonishment. “What is Ruth doing here, and what does she want with Dupin?”

      “It’s highly unusual, I know, but get this. She says she's got something to discuss, something that will prove Gordon's innocence.” Jack shook his head in disbelief.

      Amanda rose up, ready to head out the door, but Jack put himself in front of her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Now, you know you can't do anything, so stay put and let me find out what's going on.”

      “But Jack, I need to find out for myself!” Her anguish was audible.

      “And I will tell you when I know,” he said firmly. “You'll be the first to know. But right now, find something else to do to take your mind off this and trust me. All right?” Jack locked eyes with her, hoping his authority as a friend and colleague would make her see sense. She sat back down.

      “I’ll be back shortly,” he told her. “Stay put.”

      

      Jack knocked on Dupin’s door and walked straight in without being invited. He didn't wait for Dupin to ask him what he wanted this time; he ran straight with it.

      “I guess Doug has told you already that Gordon Simpson's daughter is here to talk to you. Says she's got something to discuss, some evidence?”

      “Apparently so. I'm on the way to talk to her now, so we’ll see what this evidence she says she has is. Though the CPS have charged Mr Simpson, so she may be grasping at straws. She’ll probably tell me it was her, trying to save her old man. It wouldn’t be the first time it’s happened.”

      “You are going to hear her out, though, aren’t you? Take her seriously?”

      “I’ll see what she says. Yes.”

      Dupin stood, gathered up his notepad and checked his breast pocket for a pen before marching out in the direction of the interview room where the desk sergeant had deposited Gordon's daughter. When Dupin walked in, Ruth met his gaze and watched as he sat down opposite her. A striking woman on any other day, but her swollen eyes and blotchy face told him of her despair and upset.

      “I'm DI Lawrence Dupin, and you’re Ruth McGregor, is that correct?”

      “It's Ruth McGregor-Lacey, actually, but yes, Ruth. I'm Gordon Simpson's daughter.”

      “I’ve been told that you have something I need to hear.”

      “I do,” she said, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Her hands shook with nerves as she rubbed them together in front of her. Her voice sounded like she was talking across a vibrating telephone line; the tension made her words hard going.

      “This isn't going to be easy for me,” she began, “because of the upset it's going to cause when it comes out.” She paused to catch her breath and carried on. “But I can't let my father take the rap for something he didn’t do. It wasn't him; he is not responsible for the death of the landscaper, or his body being in the garden back at the old house.”

      “I see,” said Dupin, not convinced but happy to dig further. “So why don't you tell me what you know from the beginning, and let me be the judge of that.” He wore a slight smirk on his face; he’d seen family members lie before to get others out of trouble. How convincing could this woman be, he wondered?

      “Can I ask you a question first?” Ruth said. She was gaining control a little more, her voice strengthening as she forced herself to be the tough, direct woman she normally was.

      “Go ahead,” said Dupin.

      “If you knew that a murder had taken place, but you'd no idea where the body was or any actual evidence that a certain person had killed someone in the first place, is it an offence not to report it?”

      “There could be charges, yes.”

      “But if I could tell you about the deaths of two people, do you think that would negate any charge of knowing about the body you found? In other words, if what I tell you would help you clear up another case, help your resolved case figures, would that mean the other charge might be dropped? Hypothetically, of course,” Ruth added hurriedly.

      “It might be considered. It depends on the information that you have. By the way, have you spoken to a lawyer yet? Hypothetical questions are not much protection.”

      “I haven't, no, and perhaps I should, but I've got to get this out either way, so a solicitor is immaterial. This is at great personal expense to me, you understand. Dad had nothing whatsoever to do with the body being in the garden, and whether a solicitor advises me to say anything or not, I've got to help Dad. Tell the truth of what really happened.”

      “Then why don't you tell me what's on your mind, Ruth?”

      “Can I have your word you’ll take my information into account if you charge me?”

      “Yes, you have my word. Now, why don’t you fill me in?”

      With another deep intake of breath, Ruth began to tell the story of how she had come to know about the deaths of at least two people and the poisoning of another.

      “I remember that summer well, because Madeline Simpson, my stepmother—had an accident. She had a collision with a truck and ended up breaking her arm and spent some time in hospital. When she came out and was recuperating, we were sat having a drink out on the patio. Some strange things had been going on around that time; there just seemed to be too many coincidences. Anyway, I put two and two together, because I always enjoy puzzles, and confronted Madeline to see what she’d say.”

      “Like what? What are we talking about here?” said Dupin, leaning forward.

      “There was a local man in the news who had terrible food poisoning; he used to go into the café where Madeline worked. And then somebody else died in hospital after a car accident. The accident had been on the road where there was a garden centre that Madeline used to visit. And then there was the death of a man called James Peterson. He was from her book club, I think.”

      She paused again to gather her thoughts and to give the detective opportunity to ask questions about anything she’d said so far. He kept quiet.

      “I know who killed him. Accidentally. And I'm not just making this up to get Dad off, either, because if you take a close look at the toxicology report from James Peterson’s autopsy, you’ll find Viagra in his system and smoked mackerel pâté in his stomach. The drug was administered via the food as a prank by my stepmother, Madeline Simpson. A prank that went terribly wrong. She didn’t know about his heart condition, or I doubt she’d have done it.”

      Dupin was now scribbling furiously on his pad, making notes so that he could double-check what Ruth was saying. There was no way that Ruth McGregor-Lacey or whatever she was called could know about stomach contents and tox results unless she’d either had some involvement or knew somebody who’d had some involvement in those cases. It would be an easy one to check. She lived with a detective from the case, after all.

      “And how does all of this help your father, Ruth?”

      “Because it was Madeline Simpson who buried the landscaper in the garden. She killed him and buried him single-handedly, all on her own. Actually, with the help of a digger. She wasn’t strong enough to do it alone, obviously; the digger was useful and convenient.”

      “And you expect me to believe that she could, indeed, do all that on her own? How did she kill him, exactly?”

      “She whacked him with a shovel, I believe. She told me the whole sordid story of what she’d been up to, how menopause was a constant raging fight inside her and she’d decided on retribution one day. It was the landscaper that she killed first. She didn’t mean to hurt anyone. These were all supposed to be simple pranks to teach each of them a lesson for annoying her so much.” She took another breath and ploughed on. “That afternoon while we sat on the patio, she told me about all of them, but she wouldn’t tell me what had happened to the landscaper’s body. She said it was her way of keeping me out of any trouble: if I didn’t know, I couldn’t tell. No one else knows her secret, and I'm only telling you today to help my father.” Tears started to fall afresh down her already swollen face. “And this is probably going to be the end of my relationship with Amanda. The fact that I've known this all along… Her trust in me is going to be smashed to smithereens now. Amanda has no clue, no involvement in all this. She didn’t know my stepmother.” Ruth pulled a clump of tissues out of her sleeve and blew her nose loudly.

      “How did she do it, then? How did she bury the body?”

      “Well, I could never say for sure where she buried it, and it was actually our old cat Dexter that showed me.”

      “I'm sorry?” asked Dupin incredulously.

      “I know it sounds stupid. It was the morning of Madeline's funeral and Dexter was digging a hole to do his business on the dirt pile where the digger still stood. Then at the last minute, he changed his mind and decided to dig another hole at the side of it. That covered the original hole up, and then he squatted down and did his business there. And watching him, that’s how I knew it was exactly what Madeline had done. That digger had sat there for a week on top of a pile of dirt. People came and went, investigating Des Walker’s disappearance, and all they could see was an empty hole, a rather crude empty hole, if you looked at it closely enough. Not one that an experienced landscaper would necessarily have dug, but it was certainly one that a middle-aged woman with no prior knowledge of operating a digger could have hastily dug after she’d already buried a body in the original hole. A hole the landscaper had originally dug. That digger stood on top of the grave for ages with the fresh hole to the side. The whole thing was very smart, wouldn't you agree?”

      Dupin sat back in his chair, not quite sure if he believed what she was saying, but it fitted perfectly. It was too far-fetched to have been made up. He scrutinised her face, her pleading eyes, her strained body language—she looked like she was telling the truth. He’d interviewed enough people in his time and knew when someone was lying or not. Her body language and anguish were genuine. The story, though far-fetched, was certainly plausible.

      “I'm going to leave for five minutes; I need to check on something. Please, stay where you are.”

      Dupin hurried out of the interview room and headed towards the squad room. He needed a computer.

      

      In the tiny viewing room, Jack stood open-mouthed. Ruth’s story was indeed plausible, and it would fill in an awful lot of missing pieces. But her revelation was going to wreak holy havoc on her life with Amanda—and here at work. Amanda and Jack had investigated that disappearance together, and now it turned out that Ruth had known the details since Madeline had died.

      He hoped Ruth and Amanda were strong enough to weather the tsunami that was surging their way, because they were going to need more than a tough umbrella to withstand this one.

      Not a religious man, Jack crossed his chest silently anyway.
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      Amanda paced impatiently up and down the squad room, wondering what was going on, what Ruth was here to talk to Dupin about. She hoped she wasn't going to get herself into trouble, perhaps even make something up just to save her father, though that would be unlike Ruth in the first place. But Amanda knew Ruth was extremely close to her father now; she’d only reconnected with him in her late teens and they’d since become close. She could only hope that whatever it was she was telling Dupin, it was of dire importance. Ruth wasn't soft or stupid enough to think that she could come and plead with Dupin for her father's release; she knew it didn't work like that. So, what on earth could she be saying to him?

      As she paced the squad room, wearing the carpet out, she saw Dupin surging past the doorway on his way down to his office. He looked in a rush, and since he was obviously out of discussions with Ruth, she figured she could follow, ask him what was going on. The worst that could happen was he’d tell her to mind her own business. She was almost at his door when he came blustering back out and collided with her in the corridor.

      “Not now, Lacey,” he shouted, and hurried passed her mumbling an apology as he went.

      “What the hell was that?” said Amanda to herself, and attempted to pace after him. But Dupin was ahead of her and obviously on a mission. He shouted for Raj as he approached the squad room door, then slipped inside. Amanda followed and saw that the two men were already deep in conversation, and it looked secretive. Dupin obviously didn't want the rest of the team to hear whatever they were talking about. Raj was nodding up and down, his head bobbing like a doll’s with a spring in its neck.

      Dupin then flew back out of the room towards the interview room, and Ruth.

      She approached Raj’s desk, but got a similar brush-off from him, which was unlike Raj.

      “Not now, Amanda. I'm sorry,” he said, as he stood in front of his computer, trying to block her view. “Top secret,” he said jokingly.

      Amanda tried to get a glimpse of his screen but caught only some of it. It was an old case, a death she had investigated with Jack a couple of years ago. Raj turned, still keeping himself between her and the computer, and scanned the screen. Then he closed the page down and ran from the room.

      What on earth was this all about, she wondered? The room was empty now, apart from one civilian researcher, who was looking curiously up at Amanda from over the top of her own computer screen.

      Amanda raised her eyes to the ceiling, grasped her hair in both fists and screamed, “Will someone tell me what's going on?”

      The researcher averted her gaze and resumed her work as Amanda stormed from the room, headed towards the back door and fresh air. She was tempted to go and see what was happening in the interview room, but at the same time something told her to keep well away, that she might see something or hear something she wasn't meant to. It seemed everybody in the station was involved in whatever it was except for her.

      Out in the car park, Amanda stood blinking in the sunlight, bewildered and suddenly very nervous. She wished she had a cigarette—not that she smoked, but it would give her something to do and perhaps calm her down. Maybe pacing up and down the tarmac would have the same effect, she thought, so she focused on her breathing as she walked from one end to the other. But after a full five minutes, she was still as stressed as ever. She needed something else to occupy her mind.

      She dialled Jack’s number, and he answered almost immediately.

      “Where are you?” she blurted.

      “Not too far away, actually,” said Jack, wincing on the other end of the phone. He was still in the interview observation room. It wasn't a lie as such; he wasn't that far away. “What can I help you with?” he said. “Anything in particular?”

      “I just thought since no one will tell me what's going on with Ruth, I might as well crack on with something else and be productive, take my mind off things. I thought I'd go and see Charles Winstanley, see what he says, perhaps help you out with the old case. At least I can put my skills to use trying to get a possibly innocent man out of prison. I’m not allowed anywhere near the landscaper case, or Ruth either, it seems.”

      “Good idea,” said Jack. “I was going to call him myself and go and see him with Doc Mitchell, but it may as well be you.”

      “Where’s his details, then?”

      “The file is on my desk. It's all there, so knock yourself out. I'll speak to you later.”

      They rang off, and Amanda had turned to walk back inside when she noticed out of the corner of her eye that Jack's car was actually there, parked in the car park. “What the—?” she said. She marched back inside as fast as her booted feet would take her and stormed into the squad room. It was still empty, except for the researcher who was startled by her presence once more. There was no point making a scene to one person, so, mumbling to herself, Amanda grabbed her bag and then went over to Jack's desk to get the notes. When she’d got what she needed, she headed back out towards her own car. She’d ring the pathologist on the way and hope that he could see her, because there was no way she was staying in the building and being treated like a damn mushroom.

      Being kept in the dark and fed bullshit was far too stressful.
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      It was an easy half-hour journey for Amanda down from Croydon to Leatherhead. She drove past Epsom Downs racecourse and on to Ashtead, where she picked up the A24 and heavy roadworks. It wasn't far from there to the hospital where Dr Charles Winstanley was still working part-time. She’d called his assistant on her way down and told the woman it was of vital importance that she speak with him today, and he had agreed he could spare a few moments later on in the afternoon. She'd sit and wait until he had those moments, but she needed to put her energy into something. Unfortunately, Dr Winstanley was probably going to get more than he bargained for, given the mood she was in.

      She parked her car and made her way towards the building, forcing her shoulders down in an effort to stop her insides from churning. She felt like a pent-up steam engine.

      “Slow it down,” she coaxed herself. There was no point going in guns blazing and upsetting the poor man. If they were going to get Michael Hardesty out of prison, then they needed the good doctor to be on their side rather than going on the defensive straight off. He might also have a simple reason for having missed what they’d seen in the photos.

      She called at reception and asked that Winstanley be notified of her arrival, and said she’d wait in reception till he was free. No sooner had Amanda taken a seat than the receptionist called her brightly back over and gave her directions on where to find him. The woman’s ponytail bobbed up and down with each syllable she spoke, though why Amanda noticed it when her brain was so overloaded she had no idea; nonetheless, it amused her just the same. The bobbing ponytail was just the mundane thing she needed to get herself back on track, and she felt herself relax a little more.

      She headed down corridors that looked the same as the corridors in any hospital and finally reached the offices of the autopsy suite. She pressed the buzzer and waited. An older woman opened the door and welcomed her into a smaller reception area.

      “You must be Detective Lacey,” she said with a bright smile. “Dr Winstanley won't be long. Can I get you a cup of tea, perhaps, or a coffee?”

      “A glass of water would be good, actually. Thank you,” said Amanda. She made herself comfortable to wait. Moments later the woman returned with a glass that she plopped down on a glass coaster beside her. Amanda looked through the file notes and photographs again and rehearsed what she was going to say to Winstanley. She dreaded upsetting him, but at the same time they needed to find out what had gone on back then. It was a shame she hadn’t brought Faye Mitchell along—too impatient to get on and do something.

      A few minutes later a man appeared in front of her with his hand outstretched. He was no more than five feet tall, with wispy grey hair that stood straight up. She had heard the man looked like Einstein but hadn’t quite realised just how accurate that description was. His friendly smile stretched from one ear to the other, and she took an instant liking to him; he reminded her of everybody's cuddly grandad. She stood towering over him, even though she wore flat boots, and shook his hand briskly.

      “DS Amanda Lacey,” she introduced herself. “Thank you, Doctor, for seeing me at such short notice.”

      “Not at all. If I can help in any way… Come on through,” he said, pointing to his office door. It was one of the nicest working environments she'd ever seen. The room was modern minimalist, and the walls were covered in bright abstract art. She’d assumed, given his age and position, that his office would be more leather and walnut. Attracted to a large painting on the far wall, she wandered over and stood looking at it for a moment. She had no idea who had created it, but it was striking—not that she was an art expert but she knew what she liked. Winstanley stepped up alongside her.

      “Do you like it?” he enquired.

      “I do, actually. I'm not really one for art, but I am drawn to it, yes.”

      “My granddaughter painted it. Can you believe she is only seventeen years old? She’s going to go a long way.”

      “Well, she’s very talented,” agreed Amanda.

      Pleasantries over, they turned and headed over to Dr Winstanley's desk. He indicated a chair in front of it, then seated himself in his office chair.

      “So, what can I help you with, DS Lacey? Because I'm sure you didn't come to admire my granddaughter’s artwork.” There was that smile again, making her feel comfortable and at home.

      “It's a bit of a delicate matter, actually, Doctor, but there is no easy way to do this. So I'm just going to tell you what we’ve found out. Please forgive me before I start.”

      “Ah, that sounds ominous,” he said. “Tell me more, then. Don't keep me waiting.”

      Amanda first explained the old case that Jack had been investigating. She then mentioned DI Dupin and his own experience, then the first and second autopsies on Callum Parker, and concluded with how it had come to be that this old case was now back on their desks. When she got to the subject of the details that had been missed during his part of the investigation, he grew visibly concerned. She pushed the photographs across to him and watched his bushy greying eyebrows knit together like two fluffy mice joined at the tail. She sat quietly, waiting. It was important to let him digest, let him think; not daring to speak or interrupt him, Amanda wondered what was going on his head.

      Was he horrified that he’d made a mistake?

      Was he horrified that it had come to light?

      Or was there another answer?

      She waited—and stayed silent.
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      Amanda was an excellent reader of body language. After many years on the force, she relied on that instinct to give her clues to a subject’s honesty, or lack of it. She could see by Winstanley’s paling face, the slight quiver of his lower lip, that the old man was mortified. His flyaway grey hair moved gently as he brought his head back up fully from the images laid out on his desk. He directed his gaze somewhere over Amanda’s shoulder, towards one of the windows, and she wondered what was going on in that brain of his.

      She also needed to broach the next subject that was on her agenda: that Jack had learned about the possible corruption involved in the McAllister case. Perhaps the great pathologist himself had succumbed, had been asked to do something that he hadn't wanted to do at the time. It could happen to anyone, she knew; money was too tempting for many people to resist. She cleared her throat, and the sound brought his gaze back to meet hers. He looked rather uncomfortable, disappointed and upset. She had a feeling she already knew what his answer to her question would be, but she needed to ask anyway.

      “Dr Winstanley, I have another question for you.”

      “I'm in shock,” he said. His voice was barely audible.

      “There was some talk during the investigation that perhaps the McAllister family had gotten to people on the case, and I wondered…”

      She got no further before Charles Winstanley put his hand up to interrupt her. “I know what you're going to ask,” he said with his hand still up, “but absolutely not. On my heart,” he said, placing his hand on his chest. “I have never taken and will never take a bribe on a case. Absolutely not. You have my word on that.” He said it with such authority, such force, that Amanda knew instantly he was telling the truth. His eyes were full of concern that he could have been responsible for a miscarriage of justice, however unintentionally.

      “I'm sorry, but I had to ask. Things were different fifteen years ago, as I'm sure you're aware—and remember that it's only because of this current case that we are even looking at the older one.”

      “And what happened to the man, the man in the old case?”

      “He is still in prison, I'm afraid. He’s still got some more time to go.”

      The doctor hung his head in obvious despair and stayed silent. When he raised his head again, he looked directly into her eyes. “What can I do to help now?”

      “Well, if you agree that there was in fact an error, we may well have grounds to get the murder charge quashed. There is more work to do yet, and it won't be a short process, but it would be the quickest option.”

      “Whatever I can do to help. I can't believe it; this is my worst nightmare come true. Never in my career has something like this happened, and now, just as I’m coming to the end of it, I'll be known for such a grave mistake. And a man has lost the best part of his life.”

      Amanda reached out and placed her hand on top of his. “I'll keep you informed, Doctor,” she said gently, and stood to leave. “And thank you for your candidness. Now let's focus and put this right, eh?” She gave him a weak smile, hoping to encourage him. “I’ll show myself out,” she said. She gathered her things and reached a hand out to shake his. He gave her a distracted shake in return, not half as strong as the one he’d given on her arrival only a few minutes ago. All the power had left the man's body; he seemed to shrink like a balloon losing its helium.

      As soon as Amanda was back outside, she called Jack to tell him what she’d found out and relay the good news. She couldn't help notice that he was distracted when he answered his phone, not his normal jovial Jack self. Obviously, something was happening at his end, something she wasn't privy to and couldn't ask about. Not yet, anyway.

      “So, you were right, Jack,” she said, as breezily as she could manage under the circumstances. “It looks like Hardesty is an innocent man. And I would say I believe the doctor. I don't think he was involved in any bribe or backhand or whatever you want to call it. I think it was a genuine mistake. The poor man is mortified, totally horrified, by what that has meant to Hardesty. As you would expect.”

      Jack was quiet for a moment, pondering. “But if that's the case,” he said, “maybe the foreman didn’t have anything to do with the verdict after all. Maybe he was bribed, but it could also be that he simply got lucky because of the evidence that was presented. Hell, Dr Winstanley might not have even known the outcome of the case; he’d no reason to hang around after his testimony. Most doctors don’t. And the same with Eddie—he got lucky, too. Although I know he did accept bribes—that was evident in the way he lived, the flash cars and women. It was pretty obvious that money was coming from somewhere, and the job didn’t pay that well. And that money’s definitely dried up, given how he’s living now. He's a real has-been.”

      “I think there's been some grounds in the past,” said Amanda. “Eddie was obviously up to something to get money, like you say, but maybe in this case they all did just get lucky. You spoke to the foreman, didn't you?” She remembered that he said he was going to call in and see the man.

      “Sort of,” said Jack. “The guy wasn't particularly friendly; he denied everything. It was a very quick conversation, and basically, I got thrown off his property. So, there wasn't a great deal I could do, and I haven't been back for more. I’ve got no evidence, just an insinuation. People don't tend to respond well to insinuation, so I had to leave it.”

      It was Amanda's turn to think while she put the pieces that she knew of in order. At least being involved in what Jack had been working on was keeping her mind off what was really going on back at the station and in particular with Ruth. She’d got that yet to come.

      “I'm on my way back now,” she said. “Is it worth me popping in to see this character Eddie?”

      “No, I doubt it,” said Jack. “There’s little point. He was up to no good, and the guy’s rotten to the core but this is down to the pathologist’s mistake, not Eddie’s hand. And by the look of him, he won't be around for much longer, either. I suspect he's got kidney disease or something like it; his eyes look like Mrs Stewart’s bananas and custard. He had diabetes when I worked with him, not that he looked after himself then. Same now, I’d say.”

      “Right, then,” said Amanda. “I’m on my way back, then. You can fill me in what's been going on back there perhaps?”

      Jack grunted noncommittally and said, “I'll see you later,” before hanging up.

      Amanda stared at the disconnected number on the dashboard screen. She didn't like the sound of that.

      “Yep, I’m a mushroom.”
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      “Not now, Jack,” said Dupin distractedly as Jack rapped on his door with his knuckle.

      “I think you’ll want to hear this,” said Jack. He needed to be persistent.

      Dupin looked up over his reading glasses and glanced at Jack like he was something that had just crawled out from under a rock and bitten him. “I'm a bit busy,” he said, a tad more forcefully this time.

      Undeterred, Jack stepped into the office. “It’s about the old case, actually, the one I told you about, with Eddie and Hardesty. It seems the pathologist made a huge mistake with it—the blunder of his career, I’d say.”

      Dupin looked up from the note that he was writing. “What do you mean?” he asked, only half interested.

      “Amanda has just been out to see the doctor, Charles Winstanley. She showed him some photographs that Faye had looked over, as well as the other pathologist that did the second autopsy for the Callum Parker case. He took a look and confirmed it too. And get this. It seems the cameraman in the old case that day was quite clever and caught the whole thing on film. It’s the same situation as Callum Parker—they both died of a freak haemorrhage.”

      Jack let it sink in with Dupin for a moment and stood watching the man’s reaction with interest. “Hardesty is innocent,” he said, “and is rotting in prison, and it's all because the pathologist got it wrong. It had nothing to do with a foreman or bribes. Not in this instance, anyway.”

      Dupin sat back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. Jack watched the colour drain from his face. Was he imagining it, or was Dupin breathing rather shallowly?

      “So, it seems whatever Eddie or the foreman were doing with the McAllisters, it was the pathologist all along—simple, though it’s cost the poor sod fifteen years of his life.”

      A grin seemed to spread over Dupin's lips, which Jack regarded as highly inappropriate. But when the man opened his eyes and looked directly at him, he saw something else there. Relief.

      Jack’s brow furrowed as realisation began to dawn: his thoughts raced back through what he knew of Eddie and his ways from back then, and what he knew of Dupin both then and now. Sure, the pathologist had got it wrong, but something else had been at play, he was sure of it. Jack’s gut was rarely wrong. Suddenly it was as though a light went on in his head. He could have smacked himself—it was obvious.

      “You knew, didn’t you?” he said accusingly. “You damn well knew!” He banged his fist on Dupin’s desk, making his coffee cup rattle in its saucer.

      Dupin leaned forward. “I'd advise you to remember who you are talking to, DC Rutherford,” he said warningly.

      Undeterred, Jack ploughed on. “You knew Eddie was on the take. That's why when you got promoted to DI, he was the first one that you got rid of. It was all a bit quick, from my memory, all a bit hush-hush. And that’s who shopped you with the Callum Parker death— Eddie sodding Edwards, to get you back!” Jack’s fury rose as it all fell into place. “Why didn’t you say anything back then when you had a chance?”

      “What exactly are you accusing me of, Jack?” Dupin asked.

      “I'm accusing you of knowing that Eddie put somebody away wrongly and doing nothing to stop it. You bettered your own career and got a tick in a box at the same time for the commissioner’s figures, and a man lost fifteen years of his life because of it. You make me sick!” shouted Jack.

      Dupin stood up and pushed his chair back noisily. “Jack, you don't know what you're talking about,” he boomed, “and I’ll thank you to show some respect.”

      “Respect?” Jack spat. “I've never had much respect for you, and I certainly didn't have any respect for Eddie. And whether the pathologist made a mistake or not is immaterial. What you did, what you and Eddie did, is far worse than what the pathologist did. You could have stopped it; an innocent man is in prison for case-closed ticks and blood money between the two of you. You disgust me.” Jack’s lip curled in a sneer, and he turned and stomped out of the office. “I can’t be in the same room as you!” he bellowed over his shoulder.

      

      Dupin sat back down heavily in his chair. Deep down, he knew Jack was right. Dupin had been aware of exactly what had happened back then, and had left it be. The truth about the pathologist was something new to him, though. All these years, he'd contemplated what Eddie had done and his own part in it, but had chosen to let the dogs stay sleeping. But the recent events he’d found himself involved in had brought it all home again—what he’d helped cover up and what it had meant for an innocent man.

      Sitting in the police cell himself after his own arrest had been the most frightening episode of his life—the not knowing, the uncertainty about his future. But he’d been lucky in the end: the evidence had shown he was not to blame, and the relief that had powered through every sinew of his body at the welcome news was something he’d never forget. But Michael Hardesty had not experienced that welcome news, he knew: only the terror of his life ahead—behind bars. And all for his own career and a few lousy boxes ticked.

      “What the hell am I going to do now?” he mumbled to himself.

      

      Jack wasn't quite sure what he could do as yet, but whatever he decided, it wasn’t going to involve Dupin. He knew he should talk to Japp, but would he believe the DI’s involvement? Jack had no actual proof about what the two men had done back then, and he was well aware Dupin and Edwards could deny it all. At least he had the pathology evidence, though, and he hoped that would be enough to help Hardesty.

      At any rate, he now had some work to do; he needed to put together a plan for getting him out, and that wasn't going to happen overnight. He hoped the pathologist didn't backtrack on his admission, that he’d cooperate to help Hardesty and secure his release; it was the least he could do. A tough way for the old man to end his career if the news broke, which it would.

      Even if Charles Winstanley did decide to change his mind and chicken out for whatever reason, at least Faye and the second pathologist concurred that the images showed another freak haemorrhage. It beggared belief that it had got messed up in the first place at all, but with fresh evidence Jack could now do something about it.

      He also needed to talk to Amanda, but as a friend, not a colleague. However, that would have to wait a while. Ruth’s confession had meant she’d been placed in police custody for now, and that was another mess that was going to need cleaning up. Jack knew the fallout was going to break Amanda's heart. All he could do was be there, as impartially as possible, for whatever happened between the two women he loved the most in his life.

      It was going to be an emotional time ahead all round.
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      Two days later

      DI Laurence Dupin resigned the day following Jack’s accusation, which surprised the entire station—except for three people close to the truth. DCI Japp had been informed of the miscarriage of justice and had accepted Dupin’s resignation immediately, though Jack and Amanda both saw it as the chicken’s way out. Conveniently, it tidied away the need for the disciplinary that was still hanging over Dupin’s head. As with Eddie, there’d be no pension forthcoming, and the wrath from his wife Lyn would be halfway to the punishment he deserved. That and his own conscience, reminding him that he’d left an innocent man to rot, a fate that he himself had narrowly escaped. Since Charles Winstanley’s admission alone would be enough to get Hardesty’s conviction quashed, there seemed little point dragging Edwards and Dupin back into an already messed-up case with no actual evidence of either of their involvement in it. Whether it was fair was a matter of opinion, however.

      The squad room resembled a wake rather than a hive of activity now. With the news of Dupin’s sudden departure and Amanda taking sudden sick leave, tongues had started wagging about her own possible involvement in the Des Walker case. Surely Amanda herself would have known of Ruth’s involvement. Surely they shared secrets with each other? Sadly, some of the team had indulged in sly homophobic, misogynistic remarks on top of it all, which saddened and infuriated Jack.

      DCI Japp had eventually intervened with strong words and physical threats, and things had calmed back down. Jack had spoken to both Ruth and Amanda individually by phone, simply to check on them; but fearing they might not welcome his wisdom at the moment, he knew he had to wait at the sidelines until normal play was resumed. He was sure it would be. Amanda wasn’t due back on the job for a couple of weeks, she was taking some time out on the Cornish coast while she sorted through her feelings. Until then, Jack was being the best support he could be for her while she struggled to come to terms with it all. Ruth and Amanda had a lot of work ahead of them if they were going to stick together through this, he knew.

      Meanwhile, Jack admitted he was relieved with the quiet atmosphere in the squad room; it was a welcome change from the pace of recent days.

      His phone chirped with an incoming text.

      Still on for dinner? VV

      Jack smiled at his phone as he typed his reply. He must ask Vivian why she always signed off with VV, since her surname didn’t start with V.

      You bet. Come for 7pm. It’s coq au vin.

      Tres bon! Je vais apporter du vin.

      Excellent. Au revoir.

      Vivian. It was good to have the friendship of a female companion again, and though his Janine would always be in his heart, Vivian brought a warmth to him he hadn’t realised he had been missing. She was also quite clever at French, and he looked forward to sharing some of Mrs Stewart’s chicken casserole with her; she made it just the way he liked it, with half a bottle of wine in it.

      Jack placed his phone on the desk in front of him and turned his chair so he could see out of the window. The sky was filled with thickening grey clouds that looked like cotton wool balls that had been soaked in dirty water. The sombre weather matched the sombre day, and his mind changed tack to Amanda and Ruth—the only other women in his life. Ruth had been charged with assisting an offender, but with the critical information that she had provided on the other two cases, she was unlikely to see any of the three- to ten-year jail term the offence carried. He hoped a suspended sentence would be it.

      Gordon Simpson had of course been allowed to walk free; all charges against him had been dropped. Nobody could say for sure how the cufflink had ended up in the soil; maybe Madeline herself had found it and it had fallen into the hole accidentally that day. They’d never know for sure. After Gordon’s initial shock at the truth, he’d decided to take a break from work, giving himself some time to digest what the woman whom he’d known since childhood almost, had shared a bed with for so many years, had done. And his daughter had kept secret.

      Jack knew that disappointment didn’t come close to what Gordon felt. “You think you know someone, but really—do you?”

      “Talking to yourself again, Jack?” said Raj as he balanced on the corner of Jack’s desk, mug of tea in his hand. He carried an air of despondency, like the others in the room.

      “It’s the only way to get any sense around here,” Jack said, smiling.
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      Three months later

      

      Jack and Howard King stood waiting by the prison gates, like a scene from the Blues Brothers movie. In his head, Jack was running through the words of one of his favourite ELO songs, “Last Train to London.” It had been playing in the car on the way in, and on the night he’d first bought Vivian a drink at the Baskerville pub. As it turned out, that particular situation was bubbling along nicely for Jack. He had wanted that night to last forever, of course, but since there had been many more, he was happy enough. She was now filling her daytime hours with the new support group she’d started.

      Howard nudged Jack as the doors opened and a slightly built man exited through them. He didn’t appear to be in any rush, and both men watched as Michael Hardesty ambled slowly toward them, drinking in the lunchtime autumn sunshine on his face as he moved, a small bag of belongings in one hand. By the time he’d reached his welcoming committee, he wore an exuberant grin from ear to ear.

      “Tell me I’m not dreaming,” he said, a slight tinge of worry in his voice.

      “You’re a free man, Michael, and no one can take that away from you now,” Jack assured him, returning a smile matching Hardesty’s in size. “Have you decided where you want to go first?”

      Michael looked at the bunch of notes in his hand, all £46 of it. “It’s not a great deal they give you, is it?” he said.

      “Enough for a pint and a bag of fish and chips,” Jack said brightly. As a man released from prison, even though he had been wrongly convicted in the first place, £46 was all Hardesty was entitled to. Not even an apology. He’d have been better off waiting until the end of his sentence in many respects; at least he’d have been entitled to support, or got a halfway house provided to him for a while. But who would want to hang around in prison when they didn’t need to? Not Michael.

      “And I’ll buy,” added Jack. Hardesty’s bit of money had to last him until benefits could be sorted out, and that could be some weeks away.

      “I had hoped Barbara and Cassy might have been here,” he said solemnly, as the three of them headed slowly over to Jack’s car. Both Jack and Howard King were keenly aware of the man’s physical limitations. Prison time hadn’t been good to him, and his strength was failing him. “But I guess they didn’t get the memo, eh?”

      There was nothing for Jack or Howard to say to that. Both women had moved on many years ago, not wanting the family name to bring either of them further trouble. Jack had done his best to trace them both, and had found Barbara. She had remarried, however, and didn’t think it right to contact Hardesty again. ‘It was for the best,’ Barbara had told Jack in a letter, but Michael’s disappointment was obvious.

      “I’ll get the first round in,” offered Howard as they climbed into Jack’s car. “You save your money.”

      Jack started the engine and they set off out of the prison grounds.

      “What are you looking forward to doing with your new freedom?” Jack asked over his shoulder.

      “As odd as it sounds, I’m looking forward to making my own decisions again. The small ones, like when to turn the light off at night and when I’ll eat my breakfast. Do you know, I’ve not turned a light switch off in fifteen years? Or watered a plant.”

      Jack turned to the frail-looking man beside him; his grey, pasty face was starting to change slightly to pink as his excitement increased. It was the best feeling in the world to see the man with hope in his eyes. Jack reached for his phone and his playlist, tapping the start icon. ELO ticked over in the background, carrying on from where it had been when they’d arrived at the prison. He hummed along as they drove, and Michael wound the passenger window down to sniff the air like a dog riding in a car along a country lane.

      In fact, the whole story had started in a leafy country lane.

      “Turn it up, Jack, would you? I feel like singing,” Hardesty said, sounding stronger with each word as he joined in with the lyrics he knew. Jack obliged and turned the volume up as high as it would go. He wound his own window down, and Howard, in the back, followed suit. With his long grey ponytail getting caught in the wash, he looked like an old rocker, as Jack’s car headed towards first the chip shop then the Baskerville pub for Michael’s first pint in fifteen years.

      “I’ll think I’ll head into London afterwards,” Hardesty announced. “On the train maybe.” He fell silent again for a moment, listening to the words in the song, and then the three men picked up the chorus and sang like a trio of out-of-tune geriatrics on a coach day trip to Brighton.

      The last train to London, Jack pondered. Where would Hardesty go after that?

      He had sod all.

      But he did have his freedom.
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      If you enjoyed reading this story, click on the title to purchase your next instalment from your local Amazon store. Alternatively, search and purchase when Amazon prompts you to at the end.

      

      The DC Jack Rutherford and DS Amanda Lacey Series:

      

      The Controller

      It takes courage to change sides.

      They’re making big money. When a group kidnapping dogs for ransom hits South London, local detective Amanda Lacey investigates after an acquaintance alerts her she isn’t the only victim of the upsetting crime.

      But what starts out as a way to make quick money for the gang, quickly turns sinister when a local hard-man gets involved. And Pete didn’t sign up for what happens next. With a past record, can he put his personal fears aside and involve the police before it’s too late?

      

      Hot to Kill

      Just how many deadly pranks can one woman get away with?

      Approaching 50, Madeline Simpson is totally hacked off and the English summer heatwave isn’t helping with her hot flushes. While it was never her intention to kill, the body count increases as she doles out retribution to those that rub her up the wrong way.

      Alerted by similarities in local deaths, someone close to home is hot on her tail to put an end to the carnage.

      
      Often humorous and regularly deadly, read Hot to Kill to find out how one woman discovers the identity of a local sex offender while wreaking havoc on a carefully crafted mission.

      
      A quirky and humourous story of life, revenge, dead bodies and a good few bottles of Bombay Sapphire Gin.

      

      The Hunted

      The hunt is on…

      They kill wild animals for sport. She’s about to return the favour.
      A spate of distressing big-game hunter posts are clogging up her newsfeed. As hunters brag about the exotic animals they’ve murdered and the followers they’ve gained along the way, a passionate veterinarian can no longer sit back and do nothing.
      To stop the killings, she creates her own endangered list of hunters. By stalking their online profiles and infiltrating their inner circles, she vows to take them out one-by-one.
      How far will she go to add the guilty to her own trophy collection?

      

      Dark Service

      The dark web can satisfy any perversion, but two detectives might just pull the plug…

      Taylor never felt the blade pressed to her scalp. She wakes frightened and alone in an unfamiliar hotel room with a near shaved head and a warning… tell no one.

      As detectives Amanda Lacey and Jack Rutherford investigate, they venture deep into the fetish-fueled underbelly of the dark web. The traumatized woman is only the latest victim in a decade-long string of disturbing—and intensely personal—thefts.

      To take down a perverted black market, they’ll go undercover. But just when justice seems within reach, an unexpected event sends their sting operation spiraling out of control. Their only chance at catching the culprits lies with a local reporter… and a sex scandal that could ruin them all.

      

      One Last Hit

      The greatest danger may come from inside his own home.

      Detective Duncan Riley has always worked hard to maintain order on the streets of Manchester. But when a series of incidents at home cause him to worry about his wife's behaviour, he finds himself pulled in too many directions at once.

      After a colleague Amanda Lacey asks for his help with a local drug epidemic, he never expected the case would infiltrate his own family…And a situation that spirals out of control...

      

      Hey you, Pretty Face

      An abandoned infant. Three girls stolen in the night. Can one overworked detective find the connection to save them all?

      London, 1999. Short-staffed during a holiday week, Detective Jack Rutherford can’t afford to spend time on the couch with his beloved wife. With a skeleton staff, he’s forced to handle a deserted infant and a trio of missing girls almost single-handedly. Despite the overload, Jack has a sneaking suspicion that the baby and the abductions are somehow connected…

      As he fights to reunite the girls with their families, the clues point to a dark secret that sends chills down his spine. With evidence revealing a detestable crime ring, can Jack catch the criminals before the girls go missing forever?

      

      Scream Blue Murder

      Two cold cases are about to turn red hot…

      Detective Jack Rutherford’s instincts have only sharpened with age. So when a violent road fatality reminds him of a near-identical crime from 15 years earlier, he digs up the past to investigate both. But with one case already closed, he fears the wrong man still festers behind bars while the real killer roams free…

      For Detective Amanda Lacey, family always comes first. But when she unearths a skeleton in her father-in-law’s garden, she has to balance her heart with her desire for justice. And with darkness lurking just beneath the surface, DS Lacey must push her feelings to one side to discover the chilling truth.

      As the sins of the past haunt both detectives, will solving the crimes have consequences that echo for the rest of their lives?

      

      The Chrissy Livingstone series:

      Tin Men

      She thought she knew her father. But what she doesn’t know could fill a morgue…

      Ex-MI5 agent Chrissy Livingstone grieves over her dad's sudden death. While she cleans out his old things, she discovers something she can't explain: seven photos of schoolboys with the year 1987 stamped on the back. Unable to turn off her desire for the truth, she hunts down the boys in the photos only to find out that three of the seven have committed suicide…

      Tracing the clues from Surrey to Santa Monica, Chrissy unearths disturbing ties between her father's work as a financier and the victims. As each new connection raises more sinister questions about her family, she fears she should've left the secrets buried with the dead.

      Will Chrissy put the past to rest, or will the sins of the father destroy her?
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      Hi, I’m Linda Coles. Thanks for choosing this book, I really hope you enjoyed it and collect the following ones in the series. Great characters make a great read and I hope I’ve managed to create that for you.

      Originally from the UK, I now live and work in beautiful New Zealand along with my hubby, 2 cats and 6 goats. My office sits by the edge of my vegetable garden, and apart from reading and writing, I get to run by the beach for pleasure.

      If you find a moment, please do write an honest online review of my work, they really do make such a difference to those choosing what book to buy next.
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      http://eepurl.com/gwfVqL
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