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        We begin by coveting what we see every day. Don't you feel eyes moving over your body, Clarice? And don't your eyes move over the things you want?

        Thomas Harris, Silence of the Lambs

      

        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Kimberley Shead

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      DS Albie Edwards surveyed the scene from the edge of the woods. Chaos. At least that’s how an outsider would see it. But Albie knew better.

      He stooped, knelt on his right knee in the gravel, and winced as he rubbed his left ankle. It was only a tweak, but even so it pained him. Serves me right, he thought. After all, what had he expected to gain from jumping out of a moving vehicle?

      Tanya would scold him when she caught up, and she’d be right. He should have been patient, waited while she found a parking space.

      Albie elbowed a pathway through the gathering crowd. He’d come to associate those who gathered at crime scenes with hyenas—excited and alert for meagre pickings after an attack. He shielded his eyes from the sun and scanned the trees. Sure enough, kids were perched in the branches. They hustled for position and the best vantage point, each desperate for a glimpse of a corpse.

      “Get those kids down from the trees,” Albie ordered a fresh-faced police officer standing behind the crime scene tape which she guarded like a German Shepherd does its master.

      “Straight away, Sarge.” The officer stood to attention as she eyed his ID card and spoke to his back as he trudged towards the area shaded by a canopy of branches. He picked his way through a tangle of brambles and tall swaying nettles, then stopped on the outskirts of the undergrowth and observed his colleagues scanning the area in sombre silence.

      Lads sprang from the branches behind him, shouting abuse while the officer rounded them up and hurried them in the direction of the estate.

      A rustle in the bushes to his right caught his attention. “Thanks for waiting.”

      The dishevelled figure of his colleague moved closer. Chestnut brown curls covered her face as she felt her way through the undergrowth. She swiped prickles and stingers away from her face with balled hands stuffed in the sleeves of her jacket.

      “Sort yourself out, Watts. I thought you were in tip top condition.” Albie covered his smile with his hand and strode towards the bright lights. “Follow me.”

      PC Tanya Watts bent forward and grasped her knees. She waited for her short, shallow breaths to slow.

      “Yes, that’s right. I’ve been mucking about,” she mumbled. “It’s funny that, because I feel like I’ve run 100 metres so as not to be left behind.” She sucked in a deep breath, forced her body upright, and followed at a distance.

      The white tent stood erect and alive with shadows.

      If he played the association game, tents for Albie would equate to childhood fun. Camping holidays by the sea, adventures in the back garden, secret meeting places, and long hot summers.

      How easily childhood memories were shattered. He studied the area and knew once he entered that tent, another nail would be hammered into the heart of the boy he once was, the boy who’d suffered from a gradual death, a slow cruel death which begun at the site of his first murder scene.

      Now a white tent meant death.

      “Ah, DS Edwards and the lovely Ms Watts.” A gravel-edged voice came from the far corner of the tent, followed by an exaggerated cough. Both officers tried to identify the hunched figure as he straightened and stretched. A bright lamp contorted his appearance. “I wish I could say it’s a pleasure to have your company, but I think under these circumstances it would be a false sentiment.”

      “Leo.” Albie outstretched his hand in greeting and waited for the forensic pathologist to place some fibres into an evidence bag before he responded.

      “So how are you both?” Leo asked, his focus on Tanya.

      Tanya nodded her head and averted her eyes. She fumbled in her jacket pocket and pulled out a notebook and pen.

      “All good,” Albie answered for both of them. “So what can you tell us?”

      Leo removed his gloves, placed a hand on Tanya’s shoulder, and leaned behind her to find a replacement pair. She angled away from his touch, but continued to scribble in her notebook as all three focused on the victim.

      From a distance, the large object nestled in a bed of nettles and weeds could easily be overlooked, camouflaged as it was with leaves in a shamble of autumnal shades. This place was known as a local dumping ground, a place for broken, worn, and unwanted objects to go to die.

      A discarded carpet was not an unusual sight. The fringe of the carpet was splayed across the soil and entwined with dank clumps of dark brown hair while at the opposite end of the bundle, limp, pale toes with party-painted nails were barely visible.  The carpet was frayed, with bald patches and splashes of dirt-ridden flowers. Whatever the carpets original use, it had been transformed into distasteful packaging for a body, secured with an inch-thick olive rope.

      “Cut the rope.” Albie’s attempt to control the tremor in his voice and the shaking in his forearm were a reaction to the anxiety and anticipation that battled inside him for the rights to the highest status in his body.

      Leo slipped a flick knife with a mother of pearl style shell and a razor-sharp edge between the carpet and the rope. The officers watched the precise sawing motion, small smooth movements. This was the first of four pieces they observed Leo sever. Breathing heavily, Albie knelt by the pale feet, too clean to have touched the moist soil.

      “Have you got another knife in your bag of tricks?” Albie asked as he rummaged.

      Leo stopped, gave Albie his own knife, and grabbed his bag from Albie’s grasp. Within seconds, he’d found a smaller knife in a hidden zip pocket and continued the slow process of freeing the body while Albie focused on slicing through another part of the rope.

      He shook his head and grinned. “Some things never change, do they mate? As impatient as ever. Just take it easy. Remember she’s dead. There’s nothing we can do to help her except make sure we keep all of the evidence intact.” Leo continued sawing his piece of rope once he was happy with Albie’s slowing motion. The process was monotonous and time consuming and Albie could only watch as Leo initiated a cut in the final length of rope. Redundant, Albie had no choice but to sit and wait.

      Finished with the notebook and pen, Tanya put them away as Leo drew the knife through the final tether and the rope broke free.

      All three took up positions beside the body. Each took a deep breath, fingered the edge of the carpet, and moved backwards on their haunches. They peeled it back, careful not to disturb the contents. The taste of rotten flesh hit the back of their throats as they gulped shallow breaths. Albie’s eyes watered against the violent intrusion of death he knew would cling to his body for days. The trio moved in silence to the opposite side of the bundle to repeat the process.

      Hands in pockets, Albie tensed against his racing pulse. He shuffled from foot to foot and made a conscious effort not to bite the raw hangnail on his thumb. He reminded himself they’d just unwrapped a corpse.

      “Okay, she’s ready for you,” Leo said as he unravelled the parts of the carpet that had proved harder to remove.

      Tanya stepped behind her sergeant, notebook open and pencil poised, ready to scribble notes. It took time to build trust in a working relationship. As far as Albie was concerned, he had complete trust in Tanya Watts. They were only five substantial cases into their partnership, but for some reason it just worked. Albie encouraged Tanya, a true believer in gut instinct. He knew she paid attention to her initial reactions and trusted her sixth sense. It was routine for her to record every detail. At a later date, she’d find those buried clues, the game winners.

      At first glance, the bulk of the victim’s body was disguised, hidden under a throw of orange, red, and brown mulched leaves, mildew damp—crude clothing nature offered as a cover for her nakedness.  Under the leaves, her skin bore a translucent sheen mottled with dark patches and open wounds where parasites had laid eggs and feasted on the flesh of their host.

      Leo peeled pulp from her face and neck with patient precision and distributed samples into small plastic sealed bottles.

      Albie edged forwards and knelt on the sheet beside the body. Entwined around her neck was soiled cloth. A thin piece of metal poked upwards. The end dug into her chin. “Is that a bra?”

      Tanya took a step nearer and Leo picked at the lace edge with his tweezers. “Move that light, will you?”

      Albie leaned on one knee and groaned at the clicks as he eased himself to his feet. He stood behind the light and struggled with the frame. Then he manoeuvred it until the intensity of the beam lit the woman’s torso. He lowered his head, unsure whether he did so out of respect or repulsion. He glanced at Tanya as she stared at the damage left by this woman’s abuser. He filled his lungs with tainted air and followed her gaze.

      “Do you notice the marks carved into her chest? These were made post mortem.” Leo swept his gloved fingers between the slashes. “She needs cleaning up to know if they’re of any significance.”

      “I’ve seen enough. Need fresh air.” Tanya said.  Albie noted the puce tone to her skin and watched in silence as she navigated the tent flap and slipped out on his nod.

      “She alright?” Leo didn’t look up, but the concern was clear in his voice.

      “Sure. We’ve been here a while. Probably seen too much. Notice her arm?” Leo turned his attention to the bruised tracks on the fragile skin of the victim’s inner arm.

      “Not surprising. Vulnerable addict, easy prey. Look, this is going to take time. Why don’t you check on PC Watts? I’ll be in touch when I have more to tell you,” Leo said.

      The victim stared, her head angled towards him. Her eyes that had once sparkled with life showed the true terror of her ordeal. Not for the first time, Albie wished the dead could talk.
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      He leant back against the wall, and an involuntary whimper escaped his lips as he slid to the floor. Elbows resting on bare knees, his head slumped forward, and his whole body shook. He tried to ignore the drip of cool sweat on his forehead as it etched channels through congealed blood which clung to his skin like an abstract face paint. Its journey ended on the edge of a threadbare rug, although some congregated in a pale pink puddle on the concrete floor the rug was attempting to cover.

      Blood oozed from a few scrapes and scratches that gashed his bare skin. He dabbed them with his hands, dipped his blooded finger tips into the pinkish puddle by his feet, then licked each finger clean with the tip of his tongue. He raised his head and squinted in the faint light that crept in under the door. He could see nothing sinister with the naked eye except the puddle. It would disappear easily enough. Just like the rest of the blood.

      After all, life washed away so easily.

      An incessant ache gnawed away at his shoulder blades, and his hands bled from scrubbing. He knew his breathing was erratic. Concentrating on each breath, he placed his hand on his heart until he felt it slow to a flutter.

      Stupid bitch. She should have shut up. She’d pushed him to do it. Deserved it. A violent shake of his head could not erase the images projected in his mind. He shook his head once more. He needed to turn down the volume at least, eradicate the screams. Scrunching his eyes tightly, he dropped his head into his balled his fists and punched his forehead. The silent mantra ran through his mind on a loop and began to escape from his mouth. “Stupid bitch, stupid bitch, stupid bitch…”

      The screaming began to fade, and blood trickled down the side of his face. Car keys wedged between his fingers pierce his skin and embedded gouges on his forehead.

      Exhaustion finally claimed him. His eyelids felt heavy. Tension seeped from his body, and as the image of her broken body played in his head, he convinced himself that they were not alike. She didn’t deserve to wake up.
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      Josie Jeffries herded the boys through the front door, hooked her coat over the banister, then watched them race upstairs. She struggled through the narrow magnolia hall, weighed down by grocery-strained plastic carrier bags, into a boxed-shaped kitchen. She opened the fridge and slipped four pints of milk into the shelf in the door before dumping fish fingers, chips, and bread onto the work surface next to the cooker.

      “Josh, Mitchell,” she called. Not waiting for an answer, she continued, “Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.”

      Food in the oven, Josie lifted the folded flap of the kitchen table and secured it by swivelling the metal leg. “Ow!” She jumped up and down the spot, kicked the table leg and squeezed her throbbing thumb in her fingers. Every time she extended the table, she caught her thumb between the leg and metal clip. And every time it brought tears to her eyes. She blew on the pinched blood-tinged skin and watched a blood blister form. Hot coffee steamed up her glasses as she blew and sipped alternately from the mug while perched on the edge of a plastic fold-up garden chair. They’d been a present from dad, who’d bought them in a sale.  He’d described them as convenient and versatile. She’d described them as cheap and tacky, in her head of course. Her dad had always supported her and Josh. Little gifts would appear on the doorstep, or the postman would deliver a parcel. It was as if he read her mind. Whatever he gifted them was needed. She slid back into the hard plastic and tried to ignore her discomfort.

      Josie blew into the muddy liquid, and studied circles as they rippled the surface, and inhaled the strong aroma before she sipped. The bitterness hit the back of her mouth and throat, reminding her of Emily’s last violent episode. A shudder played down her spine at the memory of being sprawled across a threadbare carpet. Boney fingers dug into her throat, and as the grip tightened, Josie had flayed her arms and jolted her body, desperate to wriggle from Emily’s grasp.

      With shaking hands, Josie breathed long and deep through her nose. She settled the cup on the table, her fingers flitted over her throat. Any bruising was barely visible now—the faded yellow of a dying buttercup. But the memory was as vivid as the night of the attack. Josie began to methodically lay the table. Keeping busy was the best solution she could think of to disconnect from the confusion Emily’s sudden descent into her old violent ways had caused.

      A timer beeped Josie out of her thoughts. Picking up a tea towel, she folded it into quarters, opened the oven door, and leaned away from a barrage of heat. She squinted blindly through steamed-up glasses and fumbled with the oven grills until the food was safely on the side.

      “Boys,” she boomed, stirring baked beans as they simmered on the stove. “Dinner is on the table.”

      She placed the food on the table and listened for the plod of their feet on the staircase. “It’s dished up. Come and get it.” She stuck her head out of the door and waited for a reply. A chill caressed her skin, and she rubbed her upper arms. Her hairs stood up on raised goose bumps. Leaving behind the warmth of the kitchen, Josie edged into the hall. She stared ahead, and her thoughts slowed as she tried to process the scene. The boys’ shoes, which had been slung in different directions as they were abandoned earlier, were missing, as were their coats. A scrawled note was stuck to the mirror. ‘We’re playing. Eat later. Mitch and Josh.’ But it was the wide open front door that injected fear into her blood and sent it into her heart in a frenzy. Dinner forgotten, Josie grabbed her jacket, patted the pockets for keys, and shot onto the balcony. She scanned the balcony on her level. There was always someone who watched. In this neighbourhood, you lived under a spotlight regardless of your preference. There were no twitching curtains, and it was unusually quiet. Josie strode towards the lifts. Joshua wouldn’t wander, she knew that for sure. They had a rule. He played in this square and this square only.
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      “Stop. Mitch. Wait for me,” Joshua yelled after his playmate as he scooted ahead. “We can’t go far. We’ve got to stay in the square.”

      Mitchell skidded to a standstill.

      “No one tells me what to do. What’s she gonna do about it anyway? Listen, why don’t we play a game? I’m gonna hide. You count to a hundred, chicken. Then come and find me.”

      Joshua wiped the spit that had sprayed his face along with Mitchell’s orders.

      “But you don’t understand…” Josh slowly backed away.

      “Shut it, mummy’s boy.” Mitchell jolted forward and shoved his hand over the scared boy’s eyes. “Close your eyes. One…two, go on, count.”

      Joshua took up the gauntlet with a feeble murmur. “Three…four…five…six.” With gradual movement, he inched his face to the wall and whimpered quietly to himself.

      Mitchell settled down to wait, his mouth etched in a knowing grin. He was good at hiding. In fact, it was the one thing he did well. A fast learner, Mitchell could be as effective as a chameleon if he had to, fading into the background and resurfacing when it was safe to inhabit his life again. He’d had practise, tucking away in the most unlikely of places when necessary. It was Her sweet-sickly voice. That was the only signal he needed to know it was time to vanish.

      “Mitch, baby. Mummy’s home. Where are you? You know I’ll find you.” She’d spit while upheaving the furniture and toppling into the few possessions they still owned. “Mitch, get here now! You don’t wanna know what I’ll do to you when I find you.”

      She was right, of course, so Mitchell would freeze as if the White Queen herself had cursed him, hoping as usual that she’d black out before her search ended.

      Yes, he’d become an expert at hiding.

      Ghostly shadows transformed into everyday objects as his eyes adjusted to his surroundings. Mitchell nestled into a corner under a cluttered wooden work surface. A slice of light cut across the room through the door left ajar, a trick he’d learned at a young age. After all, wouldn’t he close the door to his hiding place? His pulse banged in his ear, a base beat to his heavy rhythmic breath. Muffled voices grabbed his attention, and his head jerked in the direction of a hushed giggle at the back of the room. But the grumble and roar from a large cylindrical boiler, in his peripheral vision, swallowed up other noises, and his imagination always got the better of him in these situations.

      Metal chains screeched and ground as the lifts shuddered to a halt. A ting alerted Mitchell to the opening doors. Perhaps Joshua wasn’t such a pussy after all. He’d broken his mum’s rules, but as far as Mitchell was concerned, he’d wasted his time. He’d never find him. This was the best place he’d hidden since climbing in an old case to escape his mother. Mitchell wriggled until his back was flat against the damp cold wall. Keys rattled outside the room, and fingers wrapped around the edge of the door. With each passing second, Mitchell’s confidence deteriorated. His chest, puffed with self-confidence moments before, concaved and tightened around his heavily beating heart. It wasn’t Joshua. Chunky, compact fingers grasped the door as it bounced off the adjacent wall. The solid outline of a shadowed man framed the open space and the stocky shape obscured the light.

      Mitchell held his breath. Each determined step echoed in the silent room as if even the rodents and insects had scattered at the sound. Eyes wide, he studied the heavy boots as the man came to a stop in front of the workspace. Weighty objects and the clang of metal on metal assaulted the silence as they plummeted from the wooden surface. Mitchell wriggled out further on his stomach as the man swung a hammer back and forth and moved towards the back of the room.

      “Charlie, you in here again, with your little sluts?”

      Mitchell stilled, his hands shook, and a scream caught at the back of his throat. Hatred raged in his head. Yet he slithered like a retreating snake towards the open door, desperate to escape from the gruff drool he’d heard. An arm’s length away from freedom, his foot caught on the leg of the work surface. Unable to move in either direction, rigidity claimed his body although his mind screamed for flight. Time slowed as an imbalanced spanner swayed on top of a drill. It toppled with a clang on the concrete floor. Mitchell struggled to his feet, pumped his arms, elbows raised, and made a dash for the stairwell next to the lift.

      “Arrrgh, get your shitty hands off me. You’re hurting me, dickhead.” He fought against the vice like grip on his ankle as he was dragged back through the open doorway until fingers gripped his throat and nails pierced the soft skin of his neck.

      “You just don’t know when to shut your filth-filled mouth, do you little creep? You get that tongue from your mother.” The door closed behind them, stealing the last glimpse of light. “You know what, you shit? I’m going to do you a favour before that tongue of yours gets you into real trouble.”

      “No, get off. No.” Mitchell wriggled like a slippery eel as he was dragged further into the room. In one swift movement, the man pushed him against the cool metal of a filing cabinet and shoved Mitchell’s arm behind his back while he rummaged through a bundle of tools. Mitchell winced as his arm was hitched up further and he was forced to look at his captor.

      “This’ll do the job. Quick and thorough.” Mitchell looked up at the man, mesmerised by the glint of metal in his hands. His heart pumped harder and he wriggled uselessly against the restraint. The last he saw before he squeezed his eyes shut was the man knelt to his side and the sharp edge of the knife nearing his face. The last he felt was his jaw forced open, a violent pinch, a pulsating throb, and an abundant rush of warm metallic liquid filling his mouth and dribbling down his chin.
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      Elsie dragged her bulk towards the building one painful step at a time. She didn’t need to see her feet to know they’d swelled to double their original size and adamantly refused to carry her body weight any further. Elsie winced and leant back against the cool metal post that held up a clear false ceiling which jutted out from the double doored entrance on the south side of the Fennick Estate. Rivulets of sweat dripped from Elsie’s hairline. She struggled to raise her fleshy arm to her brow and gulped air into her lungs as if they were her last breaths. Sweat from her forehead glistened on the back of her hand. She glanced around her before wiping the excess down the side of her coat, adding to a few other conspicuous stains.

      A single tear trickled down her cheek. If her mother was still here, she would have told her off for dirtying her coat. But she wasn’t, and Elsie missed her.

      Elsie’s heart quickened at the roar of traffic from the by-pass behind the estate, the squeal of metal on metal as a train slowed on the track, shouts from acquaintances as they passed by on opposite sides of the road. The short journey to the corner shop to restock her dwindling supplies had been her first venture from home for at least three years. During his last house call, the doctor had only put into words what she already knew. Elsie was gradually eating herself into an early grave. How had it happened? She looked down at her shadow in the late afternoon sun. Even in its length, the bulk was evident.

      Elsie shuffled one unsteady foot forward.

      “Oi, watch it. “

      Two giggling girls dressed in short skirts, each with their school blouse bunched up and tied in a knot around their midriff, stopped. The first tilted her head to the side, stretched a length of chewing gum from between her teeth, and wrapped it around her finger. Her friend pushed the button for the lifts before joining her friend.

      “It’s not our fault you take up all the pavement.” She shook her head and directed her attention to her friend. “The state of that. It’s put me off my dinner. I mean how much have you gotta eat a day to look that gross?”

      The second girl met Elsie’s eyes and grinned. Spittle hit Elsie’s face followed by the chewing gum as the lift tinged.

      “You should take the stairs, love. I don’t think the lift can take your weight,” the girl shouted jumping through the closing doors.

      Elsie staggered backwards into the filthy pebble-dashed wall and glanced to her right. For a second, she was tempted to retrace her steps and perch on the graffiti-covered bench at the entrance. Tight ribbons of plastic cut into the palms of her hands from the strain of the shopping bags as she staggered forwards and poked her finger at the upward arrow pointing towards heaven.

      Involuntary tears leaked from her eyes. She dropped a bag, pulled a tissue from up her sleeve, wiped her cheeks and nose, and dropped the tissue on the ground. She knew she’d ventured out too soon. Elsie lowered her head. She was still in mourning. Her mother’s death was still raw. It had come as a shock. In truth, Elsie had tried to be brave and focused on supporting her mother after the attack. Changing roles with her meant she’d become a carer for her precious mother, but the muggers had seen to it that the real damage they’d caused was unseen.

      As her aching joints began to give up all hope of holding her upright, the lift shuddered to a standstill. One ting, and the doors juddered open. A fluorescent light flickered as if on the verge of death, and the internal walls, covered in the red, black, and grey tags of territorial gangs, were less than welcoming.

      Elsie lumbered towards the lift, easing one shopping bag forward with her foot until she reached the open doors. Leaning her back against the door, she jammed her bulk it in place. Bending, she struggled to retrieve the bag and its fallen contents from the floor.

      An expected stench of urine assaulted her airways as she shuffled further into the lift. Momentarily, she cursed herself for not having the forethought to fill her lungs with fresh air before entering. It was then she gagged. She smelt him before she saw him. The foul smell of excretement tinged with a metallic essence contaminated the air, leaving an acidic aftertaste on her tongue and absorbed into her pores.

      Bile rose in the back of her throat, and she gagged once more as she flung her arm between the doors to halt the lift. In the opposite corner, a bulky navy sports bag sat, partially zipped, the canvas damp. Leaning out into the street she scanned the area for help. Her breath hitched in the back of her throat as she caught a subtle movement from the bag in her peripheral vision. Unsure of what she’d witnessed, she froze and stared, compelled to check for further movement. She edged towards the bag, her pulse pounding in her ears with each step. As she leant closer, the contents of the bag wriggled like a tirade of waves hitting the shore. Elsie held her breath. A sudden vision of a kindle of kittens that had been prepared for drowning tormented her mind. A sudden rush of defiance and anger, directed at monsters who’d torture innocent creatures in such a way, swept over her. Once again, she wiped her sweaty palms down her coat before using the wall as support as she persevered with each painful creak of her joints, ignoring her aching muscles until she hit the cold rough surface of the floor. Cautiously, she edged her great trunk towards the bag, which had stilled.

      Unsure of whether she’d imagined the movement, Elsie tentatively jabbed her pudgy fingers to the side of the bundle. A small squeal escaped her lips as if under attack as the force of movement sent the bag so close it touched her leg. The damp canvas texture grazed her skin, leaving a light brown stain on her skin. Elsie dare not give thought to the content of the stain. Instead, she outstretched a shaking hand and battled with the zip to dislodge something caught and obstructive. With a final tug, the zip opened. She drew back each side of the bag and blindly slipped a hand inside. She flinched and withdrew. Instead of fur, which she’d expected to touch, her hand had grazed skin, cool and delicate skin. She had to remind herself that if it was moving then it was alive. As she peered inside, and her eyes adjusted to the darkness within, she locked stares with a pair of bulbous, terror-filled eyes which leaked tears as they peered out from a blood drenched face.

      Sliding her bulk closer to the entrance, Elsie hit the panel, and the doors responded by attempting to close. It was an hour before the caretaker found her sitting on the floor of the lift, staring at the bag while the doors bounced repeatedly off of Elsie’s unresponsive body.
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      Josie kept busy after covering the uneaten meals. She dried her hands on a damp tea towel after washing up and wiped the sides with a tatty dishcloth. She scanned the kitchen and hummed tunelessly to a song she vaguely recognised on the radio before moving to the living room. She picked up a cushion and plumped it between her hands while pacing the floor. The tick of the wall clock played its own tune, which echoed in her head. Each minute that passed was like a nail being hammered into her head.

      Where were they? For the third time since she realised Josh had followed Mitchell and left the house, Josie had leant over the balcony and scanned the square in search of the boys. She shouted their names into the the dimming light. Lost on the breeze, her cries were answered by the song of starlings. Josie balled her hands and pounded the concrete wall.  Should she panic? This was so unlike Josh. He’d grown up to be timid and inhibited thanks to his father. Josie drew her shoulders back, stood tall, turned on her heal, and headed back into the flat. She’d give them ten more minutes before going to look for them.

      Josie rung her hands in front of her and sighed. Determined to be a responsible parent, she searched under the cushions of the settee, her fingers grazing crumbs, not the metal cork screw she needed. She spun from the room and continued her search in the kitchen, skimming through each draw before slamming it shut. She needed to take control and for that she needed to feel. She clenched her fists in an attempt to break the skin. Her building anxiety, in part, eased by pain from the half-moon dents in her skin.

      She shook her head in an attempt to clear her chattering thoughts. Are these the actions of a responsible parent? Josie shuddered as she imagined the distaste on her mother’s face before turning her attention to her father with a smirk. Yes, she knew what she’d say verbatim. “Look at Josie. A baby bringing up a baby. She’ll never cope. She’ll give up as soon as things get tough. She has never stuck at anything.”

      Lifting her head high, she straightened her shoulders, erased her mother’s sneering face from her mind, and scolded herself as she marched into the hallway. “You’re a good mother. Now stop feeling sorry for yourself and bring your son home.”

      Josie grabbed her jacket from the bannister and fumbled through her pockets. She smiled at the jangle of the door keys. While attempting to wriggle one arm inside the jacket, she flung open the door. With a hitch of breath, her eyes widened, and she screamed as her body felt like it had shot from her skin.

      “Oh my…”

      Her father’s stocky figure filled the door. His plump hand, poised to knock, just missed his daughter’s shocked face by millimetres. Instead, he reached out and steadied her shaking arms.

      “Hey, Jo. What’s the panic?” He edged his way inside and watched as a gradual blush of pink tinged her cheeks.

      She backed out of the door and shook loose from his grip. “I thought you were Josh. I kept calling him for dinner, but he’s not come back.” She sprang forward and leaned over the edge of the balcony. “Usually he stays in the square, but…”

      Stan’s arms circled her waste.

      “Jo it’s fine.” He turned her towards him gripped her face in his hands and held firm until she held eye contact. “He’s with your mum. Josh is safe.” He gave her a reassuring smile, held her hand, and led along the walkway towards the lifts. “Any minute now.” He nodded towards the lifts. “Josh is keeping her talking. You know how she hates the lifts.” A smile hovered on his lips as he winked before turning his attention back along the balcony.

      As if on cue, the distant mumble of a voice droned like an annoying insect drilled into her head as Irene approached. Josie watched her mother’s adoration for Josh. Her eyes never left his smiling face as he conversed with her in a high pitched sing-song voice.

      “Then we went to the shop, Nana. Mummy bought us some sweets.” He hung his head. “But we can’t have them til we’ve eaten dinner.”

      “What, you haven’t eaten dinner yet?” She glanced at her watch and shook her head. “It’s seven o’clock. Dinnertime’s been and gone.”

      Josie noticed Irene’s frown as well as the hitch of disapproval in her voice. Her relationship with Irene was unorthodox. From a young age, she had insisted Josie call her Irene. She’d never explained her reluctance to be known as her mother, but seemed to have no problem answering to Nana. Hugs and cuddles were rarities, and at best Josie felt like an inconvenience in her mother’s life. Once Josie hit puberty, any seeds of a relationship planted in her younger years shrivelled from lack of emotional support and a heavy apathy on both sides.

      Josh bounced towards her along the walkway. “Mum, Nana’s here. Can I have the sweets now?”

      She outstretched her hand and grinned. “Dinner first. Then sweets, if I can remember where I hid them.” She ruffled his hair and led him through the door.

      “Tea?” Her lips tightened in an artificial smile as she acknowledged Irene for the first time.

      “Milk, one sugar. I’m trying to cut down.”

      Irene slipped off her jacket, folded it neatly, and placed it over the back of the settee. She ran her hands down her petit body, flattening unseen creases from her coordinated outfit.

      “Sorry, Irene, I’m all out of dark blue and red cups.”  As she walked from the room her mouth relaxed into a grin which lit up her eyes. She knew the next thirty minutes would be difficult for Irene. It was excruciating for her to drink from cups which didn’t coordinate with her clothes. It was an inconsequential need which had festered into an obsession. An obsession Josie found easy to exploit. What did she gain from hiding the blue and red cups at the back of the cupboard?  A subtle sense of control with a tidal wave of satisfaction.

      The microwave tinged, and Josh helped Josie unfold the chair, then settled down in front of his dinner.  She leaned across him and cut the fish fingers before stabbing a chunk and handing his fork over.

      “Just blow it. It’s hot.” She pursed her lips and modelled the action, walked over to the boiled kettle, made the drinks, and carried them on a tray into the living room.

      “So you spoke to Emily then?” She asked, bending to place the tray on a stool she was using as a coffee table.

      Irene passed Stan his coffee, then blew on her tea before taking a cautious sip. “When?”

      “When she came for Mitchell.”

      Her parents glanced at each other before Irene lowered her cup and answered Josie.

      “Why would we have seen Emily?”

      “Mitchell was playing with Josh. Surely you saw him?” With a slow shake of her head, Irene looked at Stan, who shrugged his shoulders and took another mouthful of coffee.

      A fleeting chill shot up her spine as she shouted through to the kitchen. “Josh, where’s Mitchell?”

      There was a scrape of a chair and the pad of his socked feet on the linoleum. His head down and shoulders slumped, as he replied, “Mitchell went to the other tower. I didn’t want to go.”

      “You left him to go alone. Why didn’t you come and get me?”

      “I said we weren’t allowed. I told him to stay in the square.”

      Josie’s stomach clenched as tears began to flow freely down Josh’s reddened cheeks. She threw herself to her knees and grabbed his arms and leaned forward, close enough to give him a kiss on the cheek. “Why did he go off?” She loosened her grip, afraid she’d try to shake the truth from his lips.

      Josh sneaked a wary look at his mum. “We were playing…” Her glare made him stammer. “…Hide ’n’ seek.”

      “And?”

      He stalled for a second. She nodded encouragement. “And I counted for a while, but didn’t go after him. I could see him between my fingers and saw him run in.” His face coloured even more, and he hung his head.

      “Come on now.” Irene laughed and lifted Josh into a tight reassuring hug. “I’m sure he’s okay. He’s probably hidden away waiting for you to find him.”

      Josie reached out for the bannister as she rose on unsteady feet. With a shaking hand, she grabbed her jacket and slipped it over her shoulders.

      Irene gestured in her daughter’s direction. “You might want to go with her, Stan. Help her look?”

      Music blared from a number of windows. A melee of genres met and merged overhead in a battle to be heard. The thrum drilled into her head and disabled logical thought. Next, the distant sounds of sirens mingled with the already deafening sound. Josie’s stomach cramped, and a painful knot tightened with the nearness of the warning sounds. She stumbled forward, her arms outstretched. Stan caught up with his daughter in time to buffer her fall. He soothed her hair and whispered reassurances as the siren wail intensified. She rocked in his arms. Her eyes scrunched tight. Her hands pressed over her ears. Once the crescendo faded and was replaced by silence, Josie knew it was far worse… a hollow nothingness.
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      Albie Edwards tapped an erratic rhythm on the desk, with his fingertips. He had promised Lucy the full works—wining and dining, dancing into the night, and his undying attention. He bowed his head. Lying had become a habit. When they first met, Lucy valued her independence. Their relationship had worked because she remained undemanding. In fact, he believed that, for her, being his plus one was a statement. She got a kick out of playing a part.

      More recently, however, she’d become resentful of the time he spent at work, and they now behaved more like acquaintances than a couple. If he was honest with himself, Albie probably had deeper relationships with his colleagues than Lucy, and that was his preference.

      He picked up the office phone, knowing he could put it off no longer, then punched nine swiftly, followed by the phone number he could recall in his sleep. He breathed deeply, grimaced when he heard her voice, then relaxed once he realised the answer machine had invited him to leave a message. Close call, he thought while rattling off excuses for his absence with as much sincerity as he could muster before dropping the phone back in its cradle.

      A cursory knock on the already open door drew him from his thoughts.

      “DCI Masters wants to see you before the briefing.” He glanced at the clock before checking his watch. Ten minutes difference. He was sure his watch was losing time.

      “Right, I’d better get a move on then. Do us a favour, Tanya, add the photos to the board. Oh, and I’ll need the notes. Just put the file on the front table.”

      Tanya smiled, gathered together the scattered papers across the desk, but paused when she came to the close-up of the dead girl’s neck injuries. Acidic bile rose in the back of her throat. She slipped it between other paperwork, composed herself, then walked into the engine of the workforce.

      Albie hurried through the double doors at the far side of the room, walked to the end of the corridor, knocked, and waited.

      “Come.” Masters gave the short sharp instruction which left Albie in no doubt that his superior officer was not in the mood to wait. “Ah, DS Edwards, finally. I was beginning to wonder whether you were going to grace me with your presence.” She rose from her chair and slid her glasses up to sit on top of her head.

      “Marm,” he replied. He stood straight and fiddled with the cuffs of his shirt.

      DCI Masters, although not a tyrant, found weakness of any sort a handicap, especially if shown by the officers on her team. She’d been known to be involved in the demotion of more than a few officers she’d led. He concentrated on his breathing— not in a meditative way, more to make sure he was actually still breathing.

      “Don’t look so worried, Edwards. I want the heads up on the case before you lead the briefing so there are no unnecessary surprises.” She checked the clock above his head. “Five minutes…right…So what have you got?”

      Albie cleared his throat. For the first time in a while, he wished he’d been as thorough as Tanya Watts and taken a multitude of notes, but then again, he knew he didn’t need to worry. He was thorough in his own way. He took a couple of steps closer and in a conspiratorial tone shared the information they collected from the crime scene.

      “I’ve some general notices to share,” Masters said, standing, straightening her skirt, and heading for the door. “Then I’ll pass over to you for the update and back to me for the distribution of work. Okay, DS Edwards?”

      Albie nodded to the back of her head and followed her along the narrow corridor to the crowd of officers gathered in the incident room.

      “Right, ready? We’ve got work to do.”

      Albie scoured the crowd while officers finished their conversations in whispers.Those who had been perching on the edges of tables migrated to vacant chairs as Masters got their full attention.

      “Right. Let’s get the housekeeping out of the way first, shall we?”

      She waited while a few shuffled in their seats and whispered under their breath.

      “For those of you who do not know, the newly married member of our team recently put in for a transfer to work in a vicinity closer to his new home. I’m pleased to announce he will be moving to work with the Manchester Police force at the end of the month.”

      “Is that drinks on Justin, then?”

      “I’m sure we’ll give him a good send off, PC Garrett.”

      The crowd erupted into whistles, ‘go on, my son,’ and plenty of back slapping before Masters cleared her throat.

      “Now, I’m afraid there’s no easy way to break the next piece of news to you other than head on. No overtime until further notice, I’m afraid.”

      A chorus of disgruntled murmurs and smatterings of unsavoury language rung out around the room.

      “I know. I know. But all I can say is cut backs. Now, DS Edwards will update us on the murder case and an attack on a child.” She nodded in his direction, then took his vacated chair.

      Albie nodded to Masters, then turned to his colleagues as they quietened.

      “Well, all I can say after that piece of news is I know how committed to your job you all are, and I know we can count on you to pull out all the stops to find the person who’s responsible for this.”

      It took one stride to reach the board and draw their attention to the enlarged photograph of the woman’s body surrounded by smaller close-up images of each of her extensive injuries.

      Albie scanned the room. Every face was fixed on his, ready for him to relate the details of the case and delegate jobs. It was undeniable that every officer, whether or not they joined the force for a particular reason of their own, only ever wanted to catch people with minds warped enough to justify the murder of another human being.

      “It’s not official yet, but the victim is someone known to many here. Emily Dyer.”

      “An O.D.?”

      “Not that simple, Garrett. Although, there are signs of recent drug use. Other injuries suggest not. It’s too early for me to say too much, but the sooner we get out there asking questions, the better.”

      Albie pointed to a photo just to the right of the board. A thick black marker line separated it from the spread of photos of the woman.

      “There was another crime reported last night which could have some significance to Emily’s murder. Thankfully, it wasn’t another murder. However, it was a brutal attack on her young son, Mitchell. Just keep an open mind.”

      Albie nodded towards Tanya, who cleared her throat and read from her notes. Her words were slow and precise but there was a slight nervous quiver in her voice as she read to a deathly silent audience.

      “Mitchell Dyer, eight years of age, was found in a sports bag in an elevator which services Sutcliffe Way. He was found by Elsie Soren, a resident of the estate, when she entered the lift at nineteen thirty yesterday evening. On initial inspection, part of Mitchell’s tongue had been amputated. He is being held in hospital for a few days until he is well enough to leave and foster care is organised for him.”

      Albie waited for the group to take a collective breath and finish individual discussions before thanking Tanya.

      “So, I suggest as we perform our allocated tasks we keep in mind there is a possibility these two cases are connected. Coincidences happen, I know. Open mind, just keep an open mind.”

      DI Masters, already on her feet, raised her hand.

      “Right, let’s go gather as much from the locals as we can while the Dyers are at the forefront of the local’s minds. Edwards and Watts, go and visit Mr Nico at the morgue. Fawn, you’ve got the rest of the team to question locals at the crime site and on the estate. I want you to give Miss Soren’s interview the personal touch.”

      A buzz began around the room as Fawn dished out instructions to pairs of police officers.

      Masters dropped her notes into a file, scooped up her bag, swung it over her shoulder, and slipped the file under her arm, then made for her office.
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      Intermittent dark clouds tinged with smokey grey hung over Regent Road quadrant on the Fennick Estate. Reggie’s flat cap had been stuffed in his overall pocket all day in readiness for the promised thunder storms the weathermen had been shouting about for the last three days.

      The metal grid which covered one of the empty flats opposite was leant against the balcony. Reggie hit call for the third time on his phone and listened to it go to answerphone. With a groan, he patted down his trouser pockets to find his keys, locked the door, and headed off to find his son.

      Nick had been back for nearly two months now. It was not as if there wasn’t enough work for him. Reggie was always in demand. He didn’t know what some of these tenants did to the properties or why the men in the houses were never able to complete small repairs themselves. Well, that wasn’t quite true. More often or not he’d hear them in the background when the women phoned him.

      ‘And you can tell him if he complains that we pay rent. He gets paid to do these jobs and we’re gonna get our monies worth.’

      “Lazy gits. The lot of them.” He looked over his shoulder just to check he was alone.

      When Nick first came home, it had been great, a novelty. But it was costing him more time and money chasing his son around the estate than if he’d just got on with the work independently, like he had before. In the end, he’d given Nick the job of clearing and preparing the two empty maisonettes for rehousing. Now he had him in one place, but he still didn’t answer his phone. He wasn’t even sure how much preparing was needed. Reggie had just left him to work on the places.

      “Nick,” he shouted through the open door. “Are you in there, son?”

      Reggie took a couple of tentative steps inside. He never liked this part of the job. He had a real fear of empty houses. As far as Reggie was concerned, there was no such thing as ghosts. But still, the atmosphere of these places when they’re empty gave him the creeps.

      “Dad. What’s up? I didn’t hear you call.”

      “Never do,” Reggie moaned. But if Nick caught the sarcasm in his voice, he didn’t respond. “Council. They want to rehouse a couple of families. I don’t know how much time you need, but I managed to hold them off for a fortnight.”

      “They’ll be ready. I can work a few evenings to make sure they’re done. The last people trashed the places.”

      “Ai, always do. Knock off now. I’ve cooked a hotpot. It’ll be ready in fifteen.”

      Reggie strolled back home while Nick screwed the boards in place. Lana would have loved the fact that he’d come home. All those years in boarding school had done him good. Away from the place connected to the trauma. It was a suggestion made by more than one therapist. Probably the only suggestion that had really helped. A good education was important. That’s another reason Reggie didn’t want Nick at home. He could be anything he wanted to be with the education he’d received. Now not only was it going to waste, but he was back at the site of the trauma he suffered when his mother was murdered.

      It had been years since Nick had asked about Lana. He’d stopped asking once he hit his teens. Reggie was not sure whether he stopped because Reggie refused to talk about her or whether she’d begun to fade in his memory. He would never ask Nick. He never wanted to take him back to that night and what he may have seen.

      Reggie did the right thing and went to see Lana when he could, just to share life’s ordeals and ups and downs. Lana had always been the love of his life, and no matter how much they’d drifted apart all those years ago, they had been ready to work for their marriage for the sake of their son.

      “I’ll come for a visit soon, Lana. Now that Nick’s settled. I’ll tell you all about him. You’d be so proud of our son.”

      As Reggie dished the steamy hotpot onto plates, he thought about taking a photo of Nick with him to place next to the plaque. “That’ll cheer you up, Lana. A lovely photo of Nick.”
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      Olivia slouched over her desk, head in hands, delicately massaging her brow with her fingers. With a sigh, she glanced at the paperwork scattered over her desk. The majority of it had plummeted from the ‘In’ tray. It wouldn’t surprise her if the files were either trying to escape from boredom or making wild attempt to be noticed.

      For the millionth time in the last five years, she was reflecting on why she’d been so keen to save every Tom, Dick, and Harriet by becoming a social worker.

      Why had they added the ‘social’ part to her job title? This had always bothered her. There was nothing social about being told, in no uncertain terms, that she was not welcome.

      Olivia winced. She could still smell Mr Moore's rancid breath as he’d rammed his face into hers, reminding her with a sneer to mind her own bloody business. It was at that point she’d left, not looking back. She’d made a pact with herself that next time she would gain entry, even if it meant involving the police.

      Yes abuse, aggression, and plenty of mental agony were undeniable ingredients in the experience of what she believed was an underrated profession. Never forgetting the paperwork, of course, she thought as she smiled and took the first document from the pile at the same moment her phone sprang to life.

      “Olivia Devine speaking. How can I help?” She perused another sheet of paper from the file as she listened to the caller. The paper slipped through her fingers as she flipped the phone into her other hand, picked up a pen, and searched for a scrap of paper.

      “Yes, I’m Mitchell Dyer’s caseworker. I’m sorry, but why am I needed at the police station?” She glanced at the cracked clock bearing down from the opposite side of the room. “Why do you need me now? I appreciate that Emily Dyer isn’t the easiest person to contact, but she always turns up.” Six thirty. The clock teased her, as did the mound of paperwork she’d stayed behind to try and shift.

      “Yes I’m aware of the time, and the fact that it’s Friday night.” She sighed, pulled the phone away from her ear, and poked her tongue out at the receiver. Yet more plans to cancel. Delilah wasn’t going to be pleased. The fact that she was like a sister meant she didn’t pull punches with how she felt about Olivia’s career choice. Another no show just gave her more ammunition for their next meeting.

      She chewed the end of the pen she’d been rolling between her fingers. “Okay…I’ll be there. Just give me half an hour. Oh, who am I reporting to?” The pen slipped from her hand, and she dragged her fingers though her hair. “No, I don’t need to write it down. Let’s just say he’s an acquaintance. Yes I’ll be there. Bye.”

      Olivia tidied the papers into the file and left it centred on her desk, a reminder that she’d attempted to make a start to clear the backlog. She rose in a slow jerky movement, leant over her desk and leant forward on aching splayed fingers, and groaned. A patchy blush crept up her neck. She yanked at collar of her buttoned-up shirt as she struggled to take a breath. The neutral beat of her heart had taken on a life of its own and pounded in her head as if trying to escape her body.

      Remember the breathing techniques. Olivia listened intently to the voice in her head. Breathe in for six, breathe out for six. It had taken her years of therapy and meditation to get to a place in her life where she was in control. Just a mention of his name had been enough to send her into a state of disarray. How on earth was she going to cope with being in the same room as that man? Olivia straightened, grabbed her bag, set her face with what she hoped was an unreadable expression, and paced towards the exit, only stopping to flick off the light switch.
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      “It’s great to hear your voice, Morgan. How’s retirement treating you?” Albie Edwards propped the receiver between his ear and his chin while he listened though he was mostly  concentrating on straightening and bending an array of coloured paper clips.

      “I don’t believe you,” he snorted. “You can’t tell me that when you’re woken up in the morning by seagulls squawking and waves hitting the rocks outside your window that you don’t wish you were sitting at your desk staring out at the one-way system and the boarded-up buildings opposite.”

      He laughed at his uncle’s reply. He’d been retired for two months now. After years of looking out for Albie and his mother, he’d decided to up sticks and head to the south west coast. He’d taken them out for a slap-up meal to celebrate his retirement, but then gave a long drawn out speech about always wanting to live near the coast and how life was so much safer than in inner cities. Marianne had sobbed and begged her brother to reconsider his decision. “What about us?” she’d asked. After all else failed, she had reverted to guilt.

      Albie could see them both now. Morgan leaned across the table, held her hand, and brought it to his lips, and whispered softly, “Come with me, Marianne. I’ll keep you safe. You know you can rely on me.”

      Albie listened to his uncle describe an average day for him now. A walk along the beach to buy a paper. Sitting out in the sunshine with a cup of tea and his paper. And the joy of spontaneity—a luxury he’d never had in the police force.

      “Look, it’s been great speaking. I promise to bring mum to visit soon. Gotta go, someone’s at the door.”

      Albie gathered the damaged paper clips into a heap, scooped them into his other hand, and emptied them into the bin under his desk.  Another knock and he’d opened a file in front of him and picked up his pen.

      He cleared his throat. “Come in.”

      As the doorknob turned and the door was gradually eased open, Albie stilled. His full attention was on the door and the woman he knew would walk though. He remained in a state of hypnosis, forgetting to breathe until she entered the room.

      “Olivia Devine. It’s been quite a while since we last met.” He stood and gestured at a small cushioned chair opposite.

      Olivia removed a bag from her shoulder, nodded, and took a seat.

      “Would you like a coffee?”

      “Look, as you are aware this isn’t a social visit. I’ve other places to be, and I’m sure you’re a busy man, DS Edwards. Let’s just get on with it, shall we?”

      Albie raised his palms. “I take it that’s a no then.”

      She watched as his mouth curved into a half smile. Her expression remained deadpan as she waited for him to continue.

      “Before we begin, we need to at least clear the air.” He saw her shoulders tense but continued regardless. “Five years is a long time, Liv. I know I was mainly at fault, and for that I am truly sorry.”

      Olivia picked up her bag and rose to her feet. She slammed her fist down on the walnut wood desk.

      “Typical! Just typical! Yes five years is a long time in reality, but when you’re thrown to the wolves and left to fend for yourself by a bastard police officer, it’s an eternity.” She turned to leave but instead pivoted back to face him. Wide golden eyes, filled with hostility and accusation pinned him with a stare.

      “And the real question isn’t how have you been. If you were that desperate for forgiveness, surely the question would be: Where have you been?”

      “I see you’re still as professional as ever.”

      “Piss off, Eddie.”

      Albie ignored the blush that travelled up her neck to her cheeks. He knew it was a slip of the tongue, but when she’d been part of his life, she’d been only one of a few people who had called him Eddie, a nickname normally used with affection.

      “Look,” he said reaching the door and leaning his back against it before she could leave. “That was below the belt. What I meant to say was Emily Dyer was found dead yesterday.”

      Olivia took a deep breath until she felt her chest rise then exhaled and wandered back to the chair.

      “Are you sure…You know, that it’s her?”

      Albie just nodded as he followed her and perched on the edge of the desk.

      “We’re trying to find her next of kin before we report the murder.”

      “Murder?” Olivia covered her face with her hands. “Poor Mitchell. Does he know?”

      “It’s difficult at the moment. That’s partly why you’ve been contacted. You see, Mitchell was found on the Fennick Estate a few hours later. His hands and feet were bound. He’d been bundled into a sports bag and left in a lift.”

      He watched the colour drain from her face. “And now you want me to tell him his mother’s dead?”

      He held his hand in the air, and she quietened and waited.

      “I wish it was that simple. The lady who found him was very distressed. He was covered in blood. But it wasn’t until the officer took a closer look that she realised that his tongue had been removed.”

      Olivia clasped her throat and closed her mouth. Albie frowned and tipped his head to the side.

      “I know. It’s quite a brutal attack, isn’t it?”

      Her only response was to nod.

      “I hope that you now understand the importance of your involvement and are willing to discuss a plan of action for Mitchell.” He walked to the window and lifted the blind. Outside, the streets were livening up with the usual party animals who had probably been sleeping most of the day and wouldn’t see their beds again until the early hours of the morning.

      By the time he’d dropped the blind and faced Olivia, she was sitting straight-backed with her legs crossed and eager to continue. She had a notebook in hand and pen poised. “So what use can I be to the investigation?”

      Albie cleared his throat and gave his next words some thought before he spoke.

      “It’s kind of you to offer your services, and I know you want to help.” His eyes followed her hand as she tapped the pen on the arm of the chair. “And you can, but not with the investigation.”

      “But I thought…”

      Albie stood and paced behind his chair. “I know what you thought, Liv, but we’ve got this. It’s our job to find the criminals. What I need from you is a safe place to house Mitchell when he’s discharged from hospital.”

      She lowered her head and slipped the notebook and pen back into her unzipped bag.

      “I know just the people. I’ll need to make contact and see if they’re open to the idea.”

      “Good. Whatever you tell them is on a need to know basis. We’d rather invite the press to the party than have them gatecrashing.”

      “What about now? Do you want me to visit him?” She twiddled with a ring on her middle finger. “Someone will need to tell him. Do you need me to?”

      “Thanks for the offer, Liv.” He smiled. She hadn’t changed. She’d always do anything for anyone. Volunteer for the jobs no-one else wanted. That was why she had been so easy to manipulate when he’d nearly destroyed her career.

      “Go to the hospital if you must, but I don’t want any mention of what’s happened to Emily. It’s too soon. Remember he’s vulnerable.”

      She fidgeted in her chair. “Surely he has a right to know?”

      “Of course. Just not yet.” He walked past her and put his hand on the doorknob. “It’s really not up for discussion, Miss Devine. Now like you said, we’re both busy people.” He opened the door wide. “Thanks for your time and support.”

      Olivia walked down the steps at the front of the police station, looked over her shoulder, and counted the windows until she found the room she’d left. She couldn’t tell if he was looking from behind the blind, but she stuck up two fingers in the general direction and felt her body relax as she strolled along the pavement towards home.
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      “Ready?” Tanya asked as she slung her bag over her shoulder. Albie checked his phone one last time, nodded, and followed her into a brightly lit room with an overwhelming glint of spotless metal and an emptiness that seeped into his bones and unsettled his soul.

      “Welcome.” Leo greeted them with a smile. “As you can see, I’m open for business as usual.” He bypassed Albie and slipped a folded piece of paper into Tanya’s jacket pocket. “You might like to take a look later.” He winked at her before turning to shake Albie’s hand.

      “Let’s take a butchers at the body then, shall we?”

      Albie grinned at Leo’s failed cockney accent and followed Leo to the trolley while Tanya rifled through her shoulder bag for her notebook and pen. Finally, she took up position on Albie’s right and a few steps away from the corpse.

      Leo glanced at her bowed head but refrained from making a comment.

      “The twenty-five-year-old victim was underweight, dehydrated, and shows signs of excessive drug use.” He gestured to needle marks in different areas of her body.

      “Are there needle marks in her neck?”

      “Yes, it seems she was past keeping the evidence of drug use hidden.” Leo waited until Tanya had finished writing. He caught her eye and smiled as a rose sheen glowed on her cheeks.

      “She was restrained during her confinement, up until her final hours. There are deep ligature marks on her wrists, although strangely none on her ankles.”

      “So as far as the killer is concerned, the place of confinement was secure?” Albie followed Leo around the table and stared at the shredded skin on the soles of her feet.

      “Possibly.” Leo nodded. “But she certainly wasn’t kept in comfort.”

      “The amount and type of non-fatal injuries suggests the victim sustained a number of beatings. Some appear to be older injuries. However, the majority were caused more recently over a period of six to eight days.”

      “When you say repeatedly, do you think attacks were continuous while she was held captive?” Tanya asked, looking up from her notes.

      “It is quite likely,” he replied. “The violence used appears to increase with each attack. In fact, the perpetrator may not have intended to kill the victim. It’s as if the violence built until it reached a crescendo.”

      “What about these carvings across her chest?” Albie leant over and inspected the crude triangular symbols.

      “Unclear. The first could have a symbolic meaning, but to me it’s the number 4. The other two resemble either T or J. They’re just not clear enough to be certain. Don’t rule out a trademark. The killer carved her up for a reason.”

      

      Albie brought his hand to his mouth and cleared his throat. “Have you established the cause of death?”

      Leo turned from Albie to the cadaver, strode to the top of the body, and gestured for them to follow.

      “On first inspection I presumed the cause of death was strangulation, with the bra used as a tourniquet around her neck. However, under further examination, it is clear to see this injury to her skull was the fatal blow. Whether this injury was caused by a fall or an attack from an object is still up for debate.”

      “I don’t understand.” Tanya’s voice rose as she edged closer to the corpse. “Are you saying that this was an accident?” Her eyes held his in an unstated challenge, and her knuckles whitened around her pen.

      “No, I didn’t say that at all.” Leo cleared his throat and focused on Albie.

      “Well say what you mean.” Tanya said, as she frowned in Leo’s direction. “This woman is a victim, and we need your professional opinion to help us catch a killer.”

      Albie smiled at the animosity in Tanya’s voice and knew better than dismiss her reaction. Instead he tried to mend the damage Leo had caused with a few simple words.“I think what Leo’s saying substantiates his previous comments related to a frenzied attack.”

      Leo was quick to nod in agreement. Stuttering his apologies in an attempt to appease Tanya, he added:

      “This murder was brutal for sure, but it was premature. The murderer’s need to sustain his enjoyment comes more through the violence inflicted prior to the murder. You could call it a type of foreplay. It would not be a surprise if the murder itself wasn’t distressing for the perpetrator. After all it’s the foreplay he enjoys.”

      He grinned at Tanya. “But, hey, what do I know about the psyche? Like you, I just deal with the fallout.”

      Reaching for her bag, Tanya busied herself placing the notebook and pen away, and with a modest smile, she made her excuses and walked towards the exit.

      “Any clues to why the bra was used?” Albie watched Leo order and straighten the instruments on a metal tray.

      “I’d hazard a guess that it was part of his torture game. There’s more than one welt. In fact there are at least four. I think the killer enjoyed taking her to the brink. But there was no sign of sexual assault.”

      Albie shook his head slowly from side to side. “Doesn’t mean there wasn’t a sexual motive though.”

      “We’ll know more when we receive the lab results.”

      Albie shook his hand and thanked him for his time, but as he made for the door, he hesitated a moment and looked back at Leo. “Oh and by the way, stop harassing my colleague.”

      Leo raised his hand. “I’m just reminding the lovely Ms Watts that I’m an option.”

      “No chance.” He laughed as he walked into the sunshine and reached for his phone.
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      “Are you sure we’ve not knocked here already?” Frank scanned the identical row of front doors, each one adorned with a peep hole. “Those things give me the creeps. Stupid I know. But I can’t see behind the door, yet I feel like I’m constantly being watched.”

      PC Harry Garrett hummed the Twilight Zone theme tune, widened his eyes, and rounded his arms, fingers wriggling.

      “Yeah, yeah. Alright I knew you’d be sympathetic to my fears.” He laughed and mirrored Harry’s stance. “Ooooh, Ooooh!” he retaliated with a smile.

      Frank scanned the front door and, seeing no knocker or bell, raised his fist and banged.

      “If they answer and say they’ve seen nothing, then I think we’ll call it a day.”

      Easily bored, Harry tapped his fingers against his leg and sighed. After all knocking on doors had to be one of the most tedious parts of the job, right up there with hours of surveillance. He never aired his views to Frank, but however sorry he felt for the kid found in the bag, the boy was probably better off without his mother. Harry turned towards the stairwell, making a conscious decision to avoid the lift.

      “Hey,” a gravelly voice bellowed after them. “Have you been knocking? Only the telly’s on and I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

      Frank turned and flashed his warrant card. “Hello, sir, we’re making some enquiries about an incident that happened last night. Do you remember seeing or hearing anything unusual?”

      The man’s stare ricocheted between the officers. “I don’t know nothing about no incident,” he said, inching the door forward.

      “What about this young boy? Did you see him playing on the landing?”

      “I’ve told you already, I don’t know nothing and didn’t see anybody.”

      Backing behind the door, he shrunk further away as Frank inched the photograph closer to his face.

      “What about this woman? Do you recognise her?” Harry joined in, wedging his foot in the gap between the door and the frame. The man shook his head.

      “Look again, sir. Take your time.” A glint of recognition glanced across his eyes, and Harry pushed further. “Perhaps you’ve seen her around, you know, at the shops or on the estate?”

      He stood, lost in thought, then wiped the back of his hand across his forehead then opened the door wider.

      “Think carefully. She’s got an eight-year-old son,” Frank persisted.

      He glanced at the photo one more time and, barely acknowledging the officers, began to close the door on Harry’s retreating foot.

      “Don’t know either of them.”

      Harry slapped Frank on the back as he strolled towards the stairwell.

      “Well that was a sodding waste of time. Let’s get back, see if any of the others had any luck.”

      

      Retreating to her bedroom, Chloe leaned against the door, closed her eyes, and concentrated on slowing her pounding heart. Bending forwards, she gripped her knees and lowered her head. She could hear the pounding slow as blood rushed to her head.

      At the age of fourteen, Chloe had on a number of occasions done things she wasn’t proud of or, as her mother used to say, ‘been in the wrong place at the wrong time’. But her latest experience was tattooed in her memory. Piercing blue eyes, wide with fear, bored into her thoughts like a bad dream. And no matter how hard she tried to rid herself of the memories, the glint of light reflected off the knife, and the hand held to the boy’s throat as he forced into the corner wouldn’t disappear.

      “Dad! Chloe! Dinner's on the table.” Leila’s voice echoed through the maisonette, startling Chloe back to the present. She cringed at the thought of sitting at a table and sharing a meal with her sister.

      Spinning, she checked her face in the mirror, looking for any changes that could give her away. Leila would kill her if she found out what Charlie Meyers had been doing to her in the boiler room. He’d been Leila’s boyfriend for a while now, and she thought he was the one. Dopey cow. If only she knew. Chloe smiled.

      Making her way downstairs, she reminded herself of the jar hidden under her bed and the tenners she added to it each time she did something Charlie liked. It was her ticket out of this dump. As she walked into the dining room, all thoughts of the little boy with the wide terrified eyes disappeared.
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      Placing a large manila file in the out box, Olivia drew her knees towards her chin and hugged them tightly. She pushed her hands against the desk, then she leaned her body to one side and turned her chair into a spin. It reminded her of the waltzer ride at the funfair she loved so much as a child.

      “Your being immature again, I see.” Her colleague Maisie giggled while lifting the lid on the photocopier.

      “I’ve just finished some paperwork and managed to place a hospitalised kid with a family and he hasn’t been discharged yet. I’m ahead of the game for once.”

      “Great stuff.” Maisie gave her the thumbs up and then continued. “I hate to burst your bubble, Liv, but…” She pointed to Olivia’s ‘In’ box, pursed her lips, and turned her attention back to her photocopying.

      “Thanks a lot, miss doom and gloom.” She took another case file from the tray. Maisie giggled as she watched Olivia’s reflection in the window, playfully poking her tongue out behind her. Their banter was broken by the shrill sound of Olivia’s ringtone which she sang along to for a few seconds before answering.

      “Hello, Delilah, and how are you this fabulous day? Before you answer that, you should know you’re on speakerphone, and Maisie is in the office with me.”

      “Hi Delilah, I’m actually going for a break, so you can curse at Liv as much as you want.”

      “Maisie my love, good to hear your voice. Don’t go on my account. I’ll curse Liv if I need to no matter who can hear.”

      “Alright, both of you. Don’t discuss me as if I’m not in the room.”

      “Okay, Liv, I’ll bite. What’s got into you today? Don’t tell me you’ve taken your daddy up on his offer to pay for everything for the rest of your life from the family estate. And even better, leave that awfully depressing job you call a vocation.”

      Always the same jibes. Olivia knew her friend meant well, so it was always the same— let her rant and get it out of her system, then they could move on.

      “Good guess, Lilah,” she replied. “But I’m afraid you’re way off the mark. The real reason for my bright mood is that it’s Friday, the start of the weekend.”

      “Okay then what are we going to do? Shall we go away for the weekend? Oo, I know. How about Paris?”

      The enthusiasm in her friend’s voice danced from the phone. Olivia breathed deeply. She knew Lilah wouldn’t like her response.

      “Wait a minute, Lilah, I can’t afford a trip like that as you know. Plus I may be needed to work tomorrow.”

      “See, that bloody job again. It ruins everything.” The line went quiet for a moment, and Olivia wondered if she’d ended the call. “Liv, you need a break. You work too hard. You know it’s because I’m concerned about you, don’t you?”

      “I know, Lilah, I’m grateful you’ve got my back. How about a meal? We could meet for dinner?”

      “Only if it’s somewhere in town. My treat, and after our catch up we can find somewhere to dance the night away.”

      Olivia smiled. She missed Delilah’s enthusiasm for fun. She agreed and ended the call as the office phone rung.

      “Hello, Olivia Devine speaking.”

      “Olivia, it’s Jess from reception. I have a woman in the foyer insisting on speaking to you. She won’t say why, but refuses to speak to anyone else. She’s adamant that it’s urgent and you’re the only one who can help her.”

      “What’s her name?” She tapped her fingers on the desk, staring once again at a pile of paperwork and contemplating how to get out of an unplanned meeting.

      “She says her name is Josie Jeffries, a friend of an Emily Dyer, if that means anything to you?”

      Olivia thought for a moment before answering. “Jess, I’m actually Mitchell Dyer’s caseworker, not Emily’s. I don’t see how I can help Miss Jeffries.”

      “Shall I send her away then? She seems in quite a state,” Jessie muttered into the phone.

      “Listen why don’t I trot down to the foyer, find out what she wants, and then see if we’ll need to use an interview room? Then we’ll know if she’s come to the right place.” Olivia made her way from the office. At least in the foyer, security men lurked in every corner watching for trouble.

      A spark of recognition came to Olivia as she regarded the small figure through the reinforced glass panelling in the double doors. She recalled meeting the young woman at Emily Dyer’s during a visit to assess Mitchell in the home environment. She remembered her in the background—timid with little to say. She could have been easily overlooked, transparent in Emily’s boisterous presence. Olivia took a moment to study Miss Jeffries. She was shorter than she remembered and fragile. The kind of girl her mum insisted would benefit from a few hearty home-cooked meals. The woman kept her head bent down and stared as if mesmerised by the twisted tissue. She threaded it between her fingers before picking at its edged and rolling the bits into a ball in her hand.

      The woman lifted her head and made eye contact as if she was aware of Olivia’s scrutiny. She moved forward swiftly the same time Olivia used her shoulder to push her way through the doors and into the busy foyer.

      “I’m Olivia Devine.” She stopped and linked her fingers, keeping her hands at waist height. “How may I help you, Ms. Jeffries, isn’t it?”

      Josie nodded and glanced around the bustling foyer. “Is there somewhere move private we could speak?”

      Olivia’s breath hitched, and a soft throb ignited in her right temple. “If you can give me an idea of what you wish to discuss, then I can decide the best action to take. It may be that another person or department would be more able to deal with your issue.”

      Josie noticed the confidence with which the woman she faced spoke, and for a moment, she was enveloped in feelings of inadequacy. She placed a hand under her ribs to still the barrage of emotions swirling in the pit of stomach, pulled her shoulders back, and forced herself to look Olivia in the eye.

      “Look, with respect, Miss Devine, I’ve come to you for help. I’m concerned for the safety of Emily Dyer and figured that anything affecting Em could be trouble for Mitchell and so must be your concern. Right?” Josie took a deep breath as Olivia raised a tentative hand and pushed the door, beckoning her to follow.

      Olivia led the way to the end of a dismal corridor. Paint peeled from the grubby walls, and the low ceilings and dim lighting collaborated to create a claustrophobic feeling in the hallway.

      “I think this room is free.” Olivia edged the door open, flicked the light switch, and ushered Josie inside.

      “Please, have a seat.” She gestured to the plastic chair opposite the long formica covered table between them while sitting on a chair with a spongey cushioned base barely covered with threadbare fabric. She pulled the chair closer to the table, grabbed some scrap paper from a cardboard lid next to her, and retrieved a pencil from a pot by her elbow.

      “Right, Ms. Jeffries, what concerns do you have about Ms. Dyer?”

      “Please call me Josie,” she began, trying to control the emotions that now somersaulted in the pit of her stomach. “Emily is missing,” she blurted. “I’m afraid for her life.” She finished before Olivia had the opportunity to interrupt.

      Olivia shook her head and placed the pencil on the paper. “Look, Ms. Josie, you’ve come to the wrong place to report a missing person.  May I suggest the best people to contact are the police…"

      She shook her head, her lips trembled, and she grabbed out for Olivia’s hand and squeezed. Olivia flinched at the pain as Josie’s nails dug into her palm. She stretched to her side and blindly felt for the panic button under the table.

      Josie scrunched her eyes shut as tears escaped her face and slid down her pallid cheeks. She released her hold on Olivia and sunk to her chair. Her whole body slumped forwards with just the table to stop her descent. She rested her head on her arms and sobbed.

      Olivia hesitated, watching the woman’s emotions erupt before her eyes. Her hand continued to hover over the button.

      “I’m sorry.” Josie reached for the box of tissues and jabbed around in the empty box, snot now mingling with her tears.

      Olivia offered her a tissue from the spare packet she carried around for emergencies. She’d learnt over the years that the chances were, if you had a crier, there’d be a lack of tissues in the room. She waited until the worst of the outburst had subsided and Josie had wiped her face.

      “This is different,” Josie whispered, barely lifting her head.

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you. You heard what I said, speak to the police.”

      Josie stared ahead, the anguish in her eyes spoke to the guilt Olivia held about the information she was unable to disclose. She watched her drained face as she shook her head. “I can’t go to the police. They won’t believe me. Last time she went missing I heard them take bets on how long it would be before she’d surface. There was a side pot for how she’d spent her time off grid.” A tiny tear ran down Josie’s cheek. She erased it with the tip of her fingers, pretending to push her hair behind her ears. “Basically, they think she’ll go off with anyone who’ll put up with her and turn up when the bloke’s had enough.”

      Josie had caught Olivia’s attention, and although she knew questions were the jurisdiction of DS Edwards and his, there was one thing she needed to know.

      “So why is this time so different?”

      “It’s different because last time she disappeared, you told her to get her act together. You said if it happened again, you’d put the wheels in motion to have Mitchell put in care. That mortified her, the thought of losing her son. It was then she swore to turn her life around.”
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      Albie tapped his fingers biding his time as he edged out into slow moving traffic. An early morning chill seeped through a half an inch gap in the window, and the mournful sounds of Adele escaping from the radio did nothing to dispel his mood. Flicking through the stations, he searched for something more upbeat. He was relieved by the sudden interruption of his phone, and, jabbing the off button on the radio, he answered.

      “Edwards speaking.”

      “Sarge, a body’s been found near the river…”

      “Tell me more.”

      “The crime scene is in Charlton underpass. Tania and Frank are on their way. Are you near?”

      “Tell them I’m on my way, about twenty minutes away.”

      Albie indicated as the phone went dead. He made a complete u-turn and sped towards his destination, leaving behind a protest of blaring horns.

      After trying to park legally at the end of the road, Albie double parked next to an old Ford Escort that looked ready for the scrapyard. Instead of attempting to open the driver’s door, Albie clambered over the hand break and exited in the middle of the quiet road. He stopped for a moment, taking in the scene around the pub garden to his left. The place was already alive with customers. Many appeared to be taking up residence, sitting on the wooden bench tables, eating breakfast in all stages of undress. Obviously whatever was going on here was worth rolling out of bed early on a Saturday morning. He made his way towards the river which rippled, calm and unobtrusive.

      Adjusting his watch strap, he noticed it was just after 8.00am. He zig-zagged through a number of oncoming commuters heading towards the station. He slipped into an alleyway, keeping to the middle to avoid overgrown stinging nettles that bowed in his direction and swayed in the breeze.

      The road leading to the underpass was just ahead and full of people diverted from the crime scene. He could feel the humidity building already and was aware of the stench rising from the river. He knew the smell would be unbearable by midday, but it still wouldn’t rival the smell of the dead.

      The concrete tunnel entrance was split horizontally by a familiar blue and white police cordon—a symbol that something sinister lays beyond. Albie fumbled in his inside pocket for a second, pulled out his warrant card, and partially showed it while lifting the tape and bending to gain enter. He exchanged nonchalant nods with the officers on guard. Spotting his team near the far end of the underpass, he strode in their direction.

      “What can you tell me?” Albie looked past Tanya towards the large tent erected over the victim. The tunnel lights had the fascinating effect of silhouetting the people inside. Shadow puppets making decisive movements around the still form of the dead body.

      “He’s a local man. Tyler Duke. He’s twenty eight.” Frank held up some evidence bags containing the contents of the victim’s pockets. “The doc’s in the tent now. It’s quite ugly.” He added, glancing back towards the tent.

      “When isn’t it, Frank? Why don’t you head back to the station and run anything you have through the computers, find out everything you can about the victim.  I’ll hitch a lift with Tanya.” Throwing the young officer his keys, he added with a grin, “You might want to take my car. It’s double parked.”

      “How’s it going working with ‘The Boy Wonder’?” Albie gestured to Frank’s retreating back. Tanya smiled as she led the way to the tent.

      She stopped just outside and considered her answer. “Well, it’s not as intense as working with ‘The Caped Crusader,’” She smiled. “But it’s great to pass on all you’ve taught me. Oh, and you’re right about his enthusiasm. It’s over and above!”

      Numerous emotions overwhelmed Albie as he entered the tent: Fear, anger, loathing, revulsion—all activated by the nauseous stink which overpowered the stench of the river, just as he had predicted. In those first few moments, his gaze wandered over the scene laid out before him. Albie held on tightly to those emotions. They reminded him of his humanity. Isolation in death was expected, but it often disturbed him that the struggle to stay in this world for some was so brutal and desolate.

      The body was slumped against the curved concrete wall. The victim’s head was leaning forwards onto his chest. His nose pointed in the direction of a large knife embedded hilt-deep just above his ribs.

      “Hi, Leo.” Albie nodded in the general direction the pathologist. “This looks vicious.” Kneeling by the side of the body, he pointed to a smattering of blood seeping through the material of the victim’s grey t-shirt. “What’s this?” he asked, distracted by a bloodied pattern made on the fabric.

      Leo sealed the bag he held and focused on Albie. He’d worked with him on many cases and knew he had an eye for detail. Unfortunately, because of this, he sometimes missed the bloody obvious. Tanya stood next to him jotting down notes. She was the jigsaw piece he’d been missing that made him so good at his job.

      “Right. This is how I’m going to approach this. Just for you, I’ll work backwards.”

      Albie glanced over his shoulder. “What are you taking about?”

      Leo smirked. Now he had his full attention, he inched the t-shirt upwards with tweezers, gradually exposing bloodied marks, like an amateur’s tattoo. “We’ll have clean this up and compare it to the carvings on the Dyer body. What are you thinking?”

      Albie shrugged. “It’s too soon to jump to conclusions, but you know how I feel about coincidences. Any ideas yet of the meaning of the other carvings?”

      “Still working on it. Could be some kind of message, I suppose. Anyway, that’s your job.”

      “Seems like the victim was quite into artwork himself,” Tanya interrupted as she studied a number of visible tattoos. “Not someone who’s adverse to pain. He's got quite a complex collection.”

      “Anything else?”

      Leo shrugged. “Apart from an extensive use of knives, it’s too soon to speculate.”

      “We’ve got the murder weapon though.”

      “Now that would appear obvious, but this wound may be post mortem. If so, the murder weapon is still missing.” Leo pointed to two small wounds in the victim’s back and throat.

      “Okay.” Tanya stepped forwards, her pen tucked behind her ear. “Time of death?”

      “Now that I can tell you. It’s not been long. Two or three hours tops. It’s a busy walkway. I’m surprised it wasn’t phoned in earlier.”

      Leo’s attention turned once again to the corpse. He bent, lifted a hand, and began to scrap under his fingernails.

      “Who found the body?” Albie asked as he followed Tanya out of the tent. She nodded in the direction of a young man. At a guess, he was in his early twenties, dressed in t-shirt, shorts, and trainers with a foil blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He was on his haunches, his face buried in the fur of a black Labrador. The dog sat patiently between its owners knees, guarded and loyal.

      Pulling out her notebook, Tanya related the collected information.

      “His name is Zac Moore. He lives and works locally and runs this route with the dog twice a day. He works a night shift so runs early every morning to get the dog out. He’s in shock, says he doesn’t often see anyone on the early morning run.” Shutting her notebook, she continued, “And before you ask, no he does not recognise the victim and did not see anything suspicious or witness our murderer flee the scene.”

      Albie pondered her comments. “Okay he can go home, but make it clear that we may need to speak to him again. See you back at the car.”

      Still deep in thought, Albie retraced his steps to the pub. As he pushed his way through the crowd, he pondered on the subtle clue that niggled him. It was still too abstract to link the two murder victims.
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      Olivia smiled and she greeted the middle-aged couple as they walked through automatic doors that led to the hospital’s crowded reception area.

      “Well look at you, love.” The woman grinned ignoring Olivia’s outstretched hand and dragging her into a bear hug. Rather than pull away, Olivia huddled into the security of her cuddle. After a few moments, with reluctance, she untangled herself from the familiar arms and gazed into her compassionate blue eyes.

      “It’s great to see you again, Maureen.” Her dimpled smile reached her eyes. “Hi, Ozzie. How’re you keeping?” She scanned the lanky man as he leaned towards her and planted a kiss on her cheek. She noticed his hair carried flecks of grey and was finer than she remembered, but he still pulled it back into a ponytail. He had a pronounced limp now, so the cane he carried was probably a necessity rather than an accessory. And he still wore those round glasses, just like his namesake. Maureen, however, appeared to be a female Peter Pan. She had always been curvy. But middle age spread had parked a couple of tyres around her midriff, which only added to the overall package. She was still the caring, loving mother figure Olivia had known for two years of her life.

      “First things first, Livvy.” Maureen hooked her arm through Olivia’s and led her to the middle of the waiting area. She paused and studied the signs overhead. “We’ve had a bit of a stop start journey, so a visit to the powder room wouldn’t go amiss. Followed by a strong cup of coffee to make me feel half human again before we get down to business.” She turned to Olivia, smiled, grasped her hand between hers, and squeezed, then followed the signs to the ladies.

      “We’ll meet you in the café, love,” she instructed her husband as though it was an afterthought. However, after nearly thirty years of marriage, the telepathy they shared was uncanny, and Ozzie was already nearing the café entrance and extracting his wallet from his jacket pocket.

      “So how have you been keeping, Livvy?” Maureen asked the refection in the mirror as she washed her hands. Olivia lifted her head, noted blackened marks forming under her red-rimmed eyes, and lowered her gaze.

      “Oh…You know, not bad.” She yanked paper towel from the dispenser and dried her hands. “Thanks for stepping in at such short notice,” she added, hoping to deflect the conversation from her. “This young boy has been through a most traumatic attack, and you and Oz are ideal…”

      Throwing the used paper towels in the bin, Maureen grasped both Olivia’s hands and pulled them towards her chest.

      “We’ll discuss the boy with Ozzie over coffee.” then, lifting Olivia’s chin with the tip of her finger, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears, she added. “I asked about you, Livvy.”

      Olivia’s bottom lip quivered, and tears threatened to escape her sorrow-filled eyes. Rubbing the back of her hand across her cheek, she took a deep breath, pulled the door open, and ushered Maureen out before she could delve further.

      “I’m sorry, Maureen, I can’t focus on me now.” She followed her foster mother round the corner and towards the cafe.

      “Well whatever’s bothering you, it’s unhealthy to keep it inside. I can tell just from your response that something’s not right.”

      Olivia spotted Ozzie and acknowledged his wave with a half-hearted wave of her own. She avoided Maureen’s gaze even though she was aware of her foster mother’s need for eye contact.

      “Whatever it is, you need to share it. Do you know what happens when you carry unwanted baggage around?” Olivia sighed. She knew the question was rhetorical. She also knew Maureen had a point. “When you need to offload, you can talk to me. You must talk to someone.” Maureen’s concerns voiced, she squeezed between the tables and slipped into the chair opposite her husband as he passed her a steaming hot coffee.

      Over coffee, Olivia began to relax as the conversation changed direction. They discussed the vulnerability of the child being handed into their care and the delicacy of the situation.

      The ward was unnaturally quiet as they wandered towards a room at the end of the corridor. They were in the lost hours when the consultants finished their rounds and visiting time began. It was a tranquil time when patients were expected to rest, but wakefulness reigned and boredom descended.

      Olivia gave a tentative tap on the door, and it was opened in an instant by a grinning officer. Tania stepped back and made way for the visitors to enter. She shook the McNallys’ hands after formal introductions before excusing herself.

      “Liv, I wondered if we’d see you here today.” Olivia pivoted in the direction of his voice. Albie leant his shoulder against the opposite wall and peered out at a limited view from a narrow window by the bed. Pushing away from the wall, he focused his smile on the couple who followed Olivia into the room.

      “You must be here to take Mitchell today. The McNallys, isn’t it?” He leaned across Olivia and shook both their hands. “I’m DS Edwards, part of the team investigating the attack on Mitchell and another closely connected case.”

      “It’s good to meet you. Ozzie, and this is Maureen.” Ozzie extended his hand and pressed his palm into the small of her back, edging her forward. Maureen acknowledged Albie with a grin, then broke the awkward silence.

      “Well Livvy, are you going to introduce us to this young man we’ve heard so much about? We can chat to him while you deal with any official business that you need to conclude.” She looked from one to the other, grabbed Ozzie by the hand, and tiptoed around Albie towards the tiny patient curled up in bed.

      “Sure,” she agreed, following the couple to the bedside. She concentrated on counting breaths to help calm her anger. She hated the power that man had over her emotions, but no matter how inadequate he made her feel, she couldn’t quite bring herself to hate Albie Edwards. But she would never bring herself to forgive him either.

      Mitchell sat up with the help of a number of pillows. His complexion still lacked colour, and with his white blond hair, he blended into his surroundings, which gave him a certain vulnerability. The only colour that radiated from the boy came from his ocean blue eyes, which looked obscenely round in his oval face. His mouth, which had for some time been swollen beyond all recognition, had eased, and the distinct outline of his bow-shaped lips was once more a predominant feature.

      Olivia spent time introducing Maureen and Ozzie. She’d spent the last few days preparing Mitchell for their visit. She’d told him his injuries were the reason he needed to convalesce with the McNallys rather than go home. As much as she hated herself for the lies, Olivia knew it was best for Mitchell until the devastation of Emily’s death could be shared.

      “So Mitchell, you must have some hobbies. Put your thumb in the air like this if you like playing outside.” Maureen gave him time, but Mitchell remained unresponsive.

      “He looks like a footballer to me. What do you think, Maureen? I bet he’s fast. Now let me think, I reckon he’s a striker.” Ozzie watched Mitchell’s hand. He noticed the subtle twitch of his thumb and gave his wife a wink. They were on the right track. Olivia stood, smoothed the creases from her skirt, and tucked in the back of her shirt into the waistband before excusing herself from the room.

      Visiting time was in full swing, and people bustled down the corridor carrying arrangements of colourful potently perfumed flowers and the obligatory bunches of grapes. They crowded in groups around bedsides, knowing the rule of two visitors at a time. They spoke in whispered voices so as not to draw attention to themselves. Some patients lay alone without company, many opting to draw the curtain around their bed to escape the pitiful expressions of others.

      Olivia took a deep breath, counted to ten, then released, clearing her thoughts. She walked towards the familiar figure leant against a wall near the nurse’s station in deep conversation with his colleague. As she approached, Tanya moved away, excusing herself for the second time that afternoon. She headed towards the vending machine at the opposite end of the corridor.

      “Why are you here?” Olivia asked, pushing past him before he had a chance to speak.

      “Whoa! It’s good to see you too, Liv.” He grimaced and held his hands up, then took a defensive step back. “I just came to check our victim’s in good hands and all the T’s are crossed and I’s are dotted, so to speak.”

      Olivia strode forward, her fists clench at her side. Then she stood on tiptoes and leaned her reddening face as close to his as possible. Still, his mouth was at eye level until she tilted her head.

      “First,” she said as her piercing stare met his own, “I’m Liv to my friends. Olivia to you. Next, Mitchell is in exceptional good hands. The best in fact. And finally, how many officers does it take to check that procedures are followed properly?” Not waiting for a reply, she thrust the paperwork at his chest, turned on her toes, and stomped back towards the room.

      “Liv, stop.” Albie sprinted past her and blocked her way. Head bowed, she barged forward. He grabbed her shoulders and pushed back until he felt her effort lag. “Okay, I’m sorry. Olivia.” She raised her head and waited. Offering her file back, he continued, “It wasn’t your fault you know, what happened…You were good at your job. Naïve, gullible even, but still good at your job.” He waited for a response. Any kind of response rather than the wall of silence he faced. She opened her mouth as if to talk, but instead clamped her lips together, lowered her head, walked around his still body, and made for the room.

      Albie gazed after her, clenched his fist, and took a half-hearted swing at the wall.

      “Shit,” he said under his breath as he brought both hands to his face and ploughed his fingers through his thick sandy hair.

      The vibration of his phone brought him out of his reverie.

      “Edwards,” he answered as he by-passed the lift area and took the stairs to the ground floor two at a time. Albie listened intently to the voice on the other end of the phone. "We're on our way,” he said, and slipped the phone into his pocket. He scanned the reception area until he spotted Tanya and watched her take a mouthful of a flaky sausage roll.

      “I hope you got me one of those or you’re going to have to share.” His laugh rang out as he strode across the forecourt.

      Tanya handed him another drink nestled in the cardboard holder and pulled a plastic bag from her handbag like a magician. “Da dar!”

      “We’ve been summonsed. Let’s breathe some real air while we eat these.” Tanya followed him to a bench outside the main doors where they sat and ate in silence.
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      Albie removed his feet from the desk as his office door opened. He’d locked himself away since they returned. He was determined to ignore Olivia Devine’s diva attitude and focus on the murders. So he occupied himself by writing a few notes to refer to, if needed, at the briefing. Business was obviously picking up in the canteen when they returned. The offices were on the quiet side. Albie had exhaled a sigh of relief at dodging Rachel Fawn again.

      The chances of avoiding her were slim, since they’d been told to share an office which seemed to shrink more each day, especially since Tanya and Harry had moved in and shared a hop-on desk in the far corner.

      As he hoped, DS Fawn poked her head round the door, spotted him, and walked away, mumbling something about coffee. Albie entered the incident room as his colleagues began to enter in small companionable groups. Voices tapered as they entered the room and faces took on either a deadpan or serious expression, each a mask of their own, making an illusion of officialdom and strength.

      Albie, confident in the information he had to contribute to the meeting made his way to the front of the room. He glanced up at the board which was already over decorated with images and information. He acknowledged a number of people with a nod, and he felt a familiar tingle run down his spine. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck, not in fear but because of a recognised sense of purpose that often accompanied him at crucial times. He scanned the room as his colleagues spoke on phones, keyboards tapping and voices murmuring like bees gathering honey to present to their queen. She entered the room unnoticed by Albie. The only clue that DI Masters was among them was the lull in activity and conversation.

      DI Masters shrugged her navy jacket from her shoulders and hung it over the back of a chair. She turned to face her colleagues after a moment studying the board and began to address them.

      “Good afternoon. The update will be as brief as possible. I’m sure you’ll agree we have pressing matters to attend to, like finding the person or people responsible for these murders.” She motioned to the images behind her, then continued. “DS Edwards will now bring us up to date.”

      Albie moved to the front and cleared his throat.

      “We have two bodies found within two days. Emily Dyer,” he said, pointing to her photograph on the board, “was found by a small group of youngsters climbing trees in Oxlea woods.. They spotted her feet poking out from what they originally assumed was a dumped carpet. The post mortem examination concluded death was caused by a vicious blow to the back of the head. However, there were signs of attempted strangulation plus bruises and cuts associated with beatings. Some of the injuries were old.”

      “What about the cuts to her chest?” Everybody turned their attention to Tanya in unison.

      “Thanks for the reminder, Watts. I’ll link back to it at the end.” He winked, she blushed, and he continued.

      “Now to our second victim. Tyler Duke, aged twenty-eight and a resident of Charlton. He was found at approximately 6.45am this morning beneath the underpass that runs parallel to the river Thames. A jogger found him, a local man, Zac Moore.” He added Zac’s photograph to the gallery behind.

      “Zac runs the same route every morning after finishing a night shift. He likes to exercise with his dog. Duke, like Emily, suffered a violent attack. He was stabbed repeatedly, and his throat was slit. We should have more information about the cause of death after a visit to the mortuary this evening.”

      Albie scanned the room in search of PC Gibbs.

      “Frank. What did you find out about our victim?”

      Frank stood and shuffled papers into an untidy pile with shaking hands, then drew a long breath before he spoke.

      “Quite a lot, as it happens. He’s known to us, has been since his teens. Duke was in and out of juvenile prison as a youth. Mainly for drug offences and a few cases of assault. Later, he developed a taste for violence against his missus, now his ex-wife, Josie Jeffries. Charges were always dropped. But something tells me the Jeffries family will not be mourning our victim’s death.

      “Isn’t Josie Jeffries connected somehow to the boy in the lift and Emily Dyer?” Harry Garret piped up from the back of the office.

      “I’ll cover that in a minute, Harry. Good to know someone’s using their head though. Anything else, Frank?” Albie’s focus returned to his colleague, who fiddled with his pile of papers again until his search uncovered what he needed.

      “Duke recently opened an Italian restaurant in central London, with an eye on branching out.” Frank cleared his throat, straightened his back, and appeared to grow in stature. “The main point is that after speaking to a business associate of our victim, I was led to believe Mr Duke had recently obtained a substantial loan to help him acquire his business. It was in the region of fifty thousand pounds. The loan company in question is run by your friend and mine, Donovan Coleman. Renowned for some pretty unethical ways of collecting unpaid debts.”

      “Thank you, Frank,” Albie caught Masters tapping her watch and moved on quickly.

      “Finally, back to the link Watts mentioned earlier. There was a particular similarity between one specific injury shared by both victims. Each had something carved into their body. The carving on Emily’s chest looks like a crudely carved number four with the letters J and what could be a T below.”

      Albie hesitated.

      “So it appears that the two murders may well be connected.” DI Masters walked forward and gave Albie a nod and a smile. “We have a number of new leads to pursue. Don’t ignore the footwork needed.  That means another door to door around both murder sites. Talk to people who regularly use the woods or the underpass. Plus, revisit the residence on the Fennick Estate. This time, focus on both the murders and Mitchell’s attack. Try and find other connections. Has anyone noticed anything unusual lately? Anybody hanging around making a nuisance to themselves? Or someone they haven’t seen before? You know, all the usual questions.”

      A buzz commenced around the room as officers started to follow the inspector’s instructions.

      “DS Fawn.” Masters called over the growing noise level. “Organise a team to do the legwork. Edwards, your team needs to chase up the angle on the loan business. It’s a tremendous amount of money for someone to owe. Also, the post mortem must be attended, and from there a visit to Ms Jeffries is required. See how she takes the news. You never know, she may be able to shed light on the crimes.”

      She dismissed DS Fawn with a wave of her hand and walked towards the double doors.

      “A word, Edwards.”

      He followed her though the double doors and into an unoccupied office.

      “Shut the door and take a seat.” Masters gestured to a chair in front of a desk, then sat opposite. “This shouldn’t take long, Edwards. I just wondered what your initial feelings are about these murders? I know we are still awaiting Mr Duke’s post mortem report. Nevertheless, I’m concerned about exactly what type of killer we’re investigating. What are your gut feelings?”

      Albie thought for a moment, leant his elbows on the desk, he placed his fingers together in a steeple, then put them to his mouth and blew.

      “The murderer shows explosive anger when he kills. The damage he inflicted on Emily was over a period of time, as if she was his virgin kill because of the extended time between capture and death. Whereas the attack on Duke was quick but frenzied. Perhaps the killer had the luxury of time with Emily. She was almost definitely murdered inside and moved to the woods. She was his experiment.”

      Masters leaned back in her chair and tapped the wooden arms with her pen as Albie spoke. She watched a frown in his forehead and crows feet form at the corners of his eyes as he attempted to make sense of his thoughts aloud.

      “In your opinion, could there be more than one killer?”

      Albie shrugged. “Are you suggesting two different killers or two working together?”

      “I’m just putting it into the universe. Remember keep an open mind.”

      Albie stood. “Is that it, DI Masters?”

      She rose from her chair and followed him to the door. “One more request before you leave. I want you to talk to Emily’s son.”

      “Why? He can’t tell us anything.” Albie stopped, his hand on the door handle, and faced his boss. “The doctors are unsure whether he’ll speak again.”

      “I’m aware of the diagnosis, Edwards, but he doesn’t know about his mother’s death yet. It needs to be handled with care, and I want it to come from you. Keep attuned to his responses. Whatever trauma he’s experienced, he could help us find a killer.”

      Albie stared down at the beige carpet between their feet.

      “What if I make him worse? I don’t think I’m the right person to talk to him. What about Fawn? She’d be perfect.”

      DI Masters slipped her bag over her shoulder and picked up her mobile from the desk.

      “I want you there. Contact social services and keep them updated. Now get going.”

      She marched past him into the incident room and out of sight, leaving her order hanging in the air.
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      Strips of bright light reflected off metallic surfaces blinded the officers for a second when they first entered the room. As their eyes adjusted to the clinical scene in front of them, Albie heaved and tasted bile in the back of his throat. He was momentarily thankful he’d abandoned plans for lunch earlier.

      “Hey, you two.” Leo stepped up and shook them both by the hand, giving Tanya an extra smile and a sneaky wink. “I’ll be with you in a sec. Just finish writing this up.” He bent over the paperwork and continued to scribble.

      Albie strode away from Tanya, his attention focused on the contours under the white sheet on the autopsy table. He had witnessed the aftermath of many horrific deaths before and always had the same response—distress at all the pain and waste of life.

      Slipping his pen into his top pocket, Leo joined Albie at the slab, folded the sheet back, and exposed the top of the torso.

      “The time of death I stated at the crime scene was pretty accurate. Between five and seven in the morning. The amount of blood at the scene suggests that is where the murder took place.” Leo stopped and watched Tanya as she leant against the opposite wall scribbling in her notebook. His forehead furrowed. “I’ll send you a report, you know.”

      She paused and looked up from her notebook. “Yes, I know.” She felt heat rise from her neck, aware that a rosy blush had probably reached her cheeks. “But it’s just the key points that bring up other questions. I like to note them down to mull over at dinner.” She smiled and positioned her pen, ready to write.

      “Okay.” He returned the smile.

      Albie coughed. “Nico, my man. The corpse?”

      Leo fumbled with the sheet and exposed the rest of the body. “The attack was frenzied, and the killer used more than one weapon at a time. There are two deep entry wounds to the back. One in the lower right side and one under the ribs on the left side, which damaged a kidney.  As the victim turned, the killer slashed him across the neck, slicing the carotid artery.”

      “So was that the fatal injury?” Tanya interrupted.

      “He would have bled out within minutes, so yes the slash to the neck killed him. He fell back and cracked his skull on the underpass wall. All of the other injuries were an afterthought.”

      “Or a statement?” Albie’s gaze hovered over the intrusive inscription which encroached on the victim’s stomach. Pointing at the debased area, he asked, “Was the victim lucid when he was violated in this way?”

      Leo shook his head. “The depth of the wounds and the amount of blood spilled from the wounds suggest the etchings were carried out post mortem.” Pointing to the wound in the area of the heart, he added, “As was this wound.”

      “So did the killer leave the large knife in the victim’s chest intentionally? What about fingerprints or DNA on the knife?”

      Leo gripped the blade of the knife in his gloved hand and held the handle up to the light as if in search of evidence.

      “Unfortunately, no. The killer knew the weapon wasn’t incriminating evidence. But the victim did put up a fight. He has additional cuts and marks as a result of a scuffle and contusions to his back and the back of his head caused by the impact with the underpass wall. I’ve sent samples of fibre and fingernail scrapings for analysis. I’ll let you know the outcome.”

      “And the carvings?”

      “Tanya, I knew you’d ask. We have another 4 and what looks like a J with an L beneath.” Leo sidled around Albie and addressed Tanya with a calculated grin on his face. “I’ve just had an idea. I’ve been struggling to make any sense of the chosen letters. Now I know you enjoy a puzzle. How about we make it competitive? The person who fails to solve the puzzle buys lunch for the other person. What do you think? Up for a challenge?”

      Tanya shuffled backwards until her body hit the wall.

      “I’m game if you are, Leo.” Albie patted him on the back. “Whoever loses has to buy three meals. Better start saving. I won’t be happy unless I’m eating steak.” The main door opened, and animated voices cut through their jest.

      “Come on, Watt’s, we’ve wasted far too much of Mr. Nico’s time. I’m sure he has more bodies to butcher.” He raised a hand in the air. “Grateful for your insight as always, and I look forward to the meal.”

      Leo sniggered, raised his hand to reciprocate, and started to clear away.

      They'd fallen into silence as they’d left the building, and they were still silent as they sat in the car. Albie looked at his watch. He estimated they’d been sitting in the car, seat belts on and ready to leave, for at least five minutes. He‘d dared to look at his partner’s profile as a sob filled the space. A shudder ran from her tense shoulders down her body but failed to touch her hands as they tightly gripped the steering wheel. Tanya faced front. An isolated tear hesitated and balanced on her lower eyelash before meandering down her cheek.

      Albie opened the car door. “I’ll drive, Tania, hop out.” His foot grazed the concrete.

      “It’s happening again.” Tanya’s face crumpled, and the shudders escalated into uncontrollable shaking. A shrill scream escaped her. “It’s happening again.”

      Grabbing a blanket from the backseat, Albie jumped out of the car. He negotiated his way between parked cars and a small group of people, pulled her from the car, and cocooned her in the blanket to protect her from nosy gossips.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d witnessed this kind of fallout. It happened many times in the job for different reasons. He’d come close to it himself on occasion.

      Albie gained inspiration in many ways; however, sitting in slow moving traffic, the chance of an epiphany was slim. Tanya managed to be curled in an upright ball and still be embraced in her seatbelt.

      “Look, Tanya, I know Leo’s suggestion may have been a bit forward, but your reaction…wasn’t it slightly over the top?” Albie’s gentle tone was lost under Tanya’s hiccupped laughter.

      “How shallow do you think I am? No don’t answer that.”

      Albie smiled but kept his eye on the car in front.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Tanya shook her head and screwed up her face. “I will, tomorrow. Now, I’m just exhausted.”

      Taking that as a cue to stop asking questions, he drove in silence until she’d navigated him to her door. He left her sitting up in bed watching a soppy romantic comedy and sipping brandy. He made her promise to phone her sister if she needed some company.

      The brandy had definitely helped her settle, and the strong wooded smell reminded him that he had an unopened bottle of single malt whiskey waiting for him at home.

      As the traffic idled towards the Larchwood turn off, he indicated at the last minute and cut in front of a car in the inside lane. Honks and shouts of abused followed him as he weaved through standing traffic and into free moving traffic. One more right turn by the traffic lights and two country lanes later, and he was home. The cut stone cottage was one of three, each one surrounded by a small garden. It was a real retreat, a pocket of peace in his busy life.

      Albie wandered from the bathroom, still towelling dry his sandy hair. The ends had begun to curl. A haircut was definitely overdue. Throwing on a t-shirt and jogging bottoms, Albie poured himself the generous measure of the single malt he’d promised himself earlier. He switched on the TV and sprawled on the black sofa, moulding into the soft material. Pressing the play button on the remote, he thanked whoever was listening that he’d remembered to pre-record the football. As a child he had spent the first day of the football season on the terraces at Highbury with his uncle Morgan. If the job allowed, he’d still go and watch his team. The whistle blew, and he was engrossed.

      Albie stood on the edge of a cliff, staring out at sea. Seagulls swooped and glided overhead, the breeze cool on his face. A dark cloud covered the sun, and he took another step. Rocks and pebbles crumbled underfoot, and he balanced on the precipice long enough to know it was the end. Air slammed out of his mouth, his face disfigured by the pressure. He held out his arms and closed his eyes and waited for impact.

      A hard slap to his face woke him from his dreams. It took a few moments for Albie to realise it was a knock from his own hand that had startled him awake. A distant ringing seeped into his head. Disorientated, he grabbed his phone, pausing the TV and cursing at the realisation that he’d managed to sleep through the first half of the match. His team was two goals down.

      He glanced at the caller’s name. “Edwards. This had better be important.” His voice and head groggy, he listened to the hitched breathing on the other end of the phone.

      “You told me to report anything I found. It may not have been the best decision to wait til the morning, so I took a chance.”

      Albie sat on the edge of the couch, put the glass to his lips, and drained the last drop of whiskey.

      “Okay, report.” Albie poured another finger of whiskey into his empty glass, relieved the call wasn’t a summons to go back to work.

      “Well,” he said, paper shuffling in the background. “Regarding the loan for the restaurant. The dealings Tyler Duke had with Donovan Coleman seem to be legit, on the surface. Only on further investigation, a few names have come to my attention that could counteract the legitimate part of the business.”

      “Go on. Dazzle me with your findings.” Albie smiled at his quick retort.

      “Apart from Donovan Coleman, the name Freddie Hurst has bounced onto my radar. He’s in a different league to Coleman. He’s got a criminal record spanning decades…”

      “Right, thanks, Frank. Great work. Tell you what, you concentrate on Coleman and the next of kin with Watts and leave Hurst to me.”

      “But, there’s more.”

      “No, Frank, that’s enough for one night. Good work. Get some sleep.”

      He ended the call and dragged his fingers through his hair. “Fucking Freddie. What a time to resurface. Tomorrow. He’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      Albie scanned his phone. Just as he’d thought—five missed calls, six text messages, and two voicemail messages. As expected, most of the calls had been from Frank, although two were from an unknown number. Frank had texted as well. He must have been cursing him, he thought. His mother had texted reminding him she was still alive. He chuckled. She’d even sent her address ‘in case he’d forgotten where she lived.’

      The final three texts were from Lucy.

      The first was mild: Where are you? I’m at this party alone! Hurry, I feel like an idiot.

      The second began with, I’m pissed off with you now -you bastard.

      And the third finished with, You’ve humiliated me for the last time, dickhead!

      Albie moved to the bedroom, rereading Lucy’s texts and tried to feel some kind of emotion. All he felt was relief that she’d finally got the message.

      Slipping out of his clothes, he folded the duvet back, puffed three pillows, and propped himself against them. With one hand, he drew the duvet to his waist, more for decency than need. The night temperatures were becoming unbearable. With the other hand, he scrolled the screen of his phone and listened to the voicemails. Lucy had filled the first message mainly with unflattering expletives, then finalised the end of their relationship by yelling that he was well and truly dumped. Deleting the message, he removed a pillow. Throwing it on the floor, he leaned back and prepared for more abuse. Instead, he had to turn up the volume to hear the soft voice. He sat upright in bed, fully attentive.

      “Hi, I probably have the wrong number or an old number. I know I shouldn’t phone you, but I guess the chances of you hearing this are slim. I just needed to say sorry. I was rude today. And I should have kept it professional. Anyway, I don’t expect to hear from you or anything. Oh…It’s Olivia Devine, by the way.”

      Smiling, Albie saved her number under O.D. Then texted her: UR 4 given. Eddie x
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      Reggie gripped the pole on the 654 bus with one hand. He’d pressed the button to request a stop and concentrated on keeping his balance. In his other hand he clutched a small bunch of pink and white carnations, Lana’s favourites. Unsteady on his feet, Reggie fell into a person next to him as the bus came to an abrupt halt. Apologising, he stepped through the opening doors. Negotiating the steps, he made his way through a huddle of people hovering around the bus stop and began to make the short walk to meet his wife.

      Reggie was glad he had been able to leave home without an interrogation as to where he was heading that morning. Nick didn’t understand his monthly ritual, and he wasn’t about to start explaining his actions to his son. After all, he didn’t interfere in Nick’s life. He wouldn’t ask where he’d been the previous evening. It didn’t mean he wasn’t curious, but it was none of his business. He couldn’t help but hope it meant his son’s social life was picking up again.

      The crematorium was peaceful as always. Guilt of leaving a six-week gap between this and his previous visit consumed him as he approached the maze of plaques. He was reluctant to burden Lana with his guilt or worries when he visited, and he approached with a strained grin on his mouth. God knows her short life had been traumatic enough, he thought. Reggie had decided years ago that the only news he’d share with Lana would be good news.

      He ran his fingers over the engraved lettering on her wall plaque and read the epitaph:

      
        
        MY ANGEL LANA

        Beloved Wife and Mother

        Amatores, honoris et muniat, semper

        LANA ANNE LANSBURY, 1963-1988

      

      

      Wiping tears from his cheeks, Reggie scanned the close proximity relieved to be alone. So much for keeping a cheerful persona. He had the same thoughts every time he visited. He’d only had her gravestone engraved in Latin because she’d fallen in love with translating when she went to university. Reggie had put an end to her education and her dreams when they’d married. He snorted. ‘Love, honour, and protect always’. What a joke!

      Arranging the flowers, he cleared his throat and apologised for the length of time between visits. Next, he brought his wife up to date with the daily events of his life, hiding the emptiness of his existence from his voice.

      However sombre Reggie felt, he always focused on the here and now. The past was too painful, and what was the point in wallowing in her morbid death when she could remain his beautiful wife in his eyes?

      Nick never understood his resistance to talk about Lana. But how could he ever understand? It was Reggie’s coping mechanism. Nick had been young when his mother died. How could a four-year-old boy relate to the trauma of losing a wife? Yes, Nick had been at home when Lana was attacked. Reggie had seen him crouched at the top of the stairs, partially behind the wall with his eyes squeezed tight as if playing hide ’n’ seek. His son had been questioned time and again about his memories of that evening. Nothing.

      Reggie removed a battered paperback copy of Wuthering Heights from the inside pocket of his coat, scrolled through the pages to the turned down corner, and in a deep and mellow voice, continued to read Lana her favourite book.

      Two hours later, with a heavy heart, Reggie blew Lana a kiss and began the long journey home.
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      Number 121 Sutcliffe Way sat empty and boarded up like it’s neighbour 123. Although the turnover of residents on the Fennick Estate was substantially higher than any other owned by the local council, it was quite rare for neighbouring houses to be empty at the same time.

      “Bloody yobs. I’ve had enough of clearing up after them every morning.” Reggie stood at the kitchen window, knife in hand, waiting for the toaster to ping.

      “Tried to reason with them?”

      “I might just do that, if any of them appeared before nightfall. Want me to put a couple of slices in for you?”

      Nick washed his hands and stared out past his father, but could only make out the odd movements in the dim light. “I’ll have four.”

      “How many? It’s the end of the loaf.”

      “S’alright. I’ll get some more. Could always have a chat with them if you want.”

      Reggie slouched in his chair, took a bite of peanut butter covered toast, and looked into the distance as if deep in thought.

      “Deal.” He chewed and grinned with peanut butter glazed teeth.

      Nick zipped up his jacket as he stepped from the front door, glad for the excuse to get some air and not have to listen to another lecture about career versus dead end jobs. He should think himself lucky that he escaped them in the first month. Now it was like someone had hit repeat and the button stuck. He’d get his shit together when he was ready. And perhaps he was happy with dead end jobs. It’s wasn’t as if Reggie had anything to complain about.

      “Nicki, my man. What brings you here? I thought we’d an agreement.” The guy swaggered towards him, arm out-stretched. He slapped him on the arm like a close acquaintance. Nick dropped the bag of bread at his side and shoved the guy against the metal cage covering a door.

      “I’m not your mate, Charlie, you scrote. So keep your grubby fingers off me. Got it?”

      Charlie eyed his three mates who’d circled the pair and wished that one of them had been Rattler. He’d have loved a ruck. It would have given him a chance to play with his new knife. Instead, Charlie raised a palm chest height and tripped over his own feet as he tried to back away.

      “No problem. No harm meant. So, have we got the wrong night? I thought you said three nights…We paid for three.”

      “Yeah, well. You’ve pissed off my old man. Says he’s fed up with clearing your shit up in the mornings. I don’t know what you do in there, but this is a warning. If he moans to me again, the deal’s off.”

      “Trev, you heard the man. You’re to leave the place spotless.” Charlie mirrored Nick’s movements as he moved away.

      “Remember, Charlie.” Nick scooped the bag from the floor and swung it over his shoulder. “Second chances aren’t in my vocabulary.” Charlie stiffened. His neck and shoulders tensed. “If I have to invite you into one of the flats as my guest, you may never come out.” Charlie followed Nick’s progress along the balcony. His shoulders didn’t relax until Nick disappeared behind his front door.

      

      Albie’s thoughts turned momentarily to the last conversation he’d had with DI Masters. He sighed and picked up the phone. He knew he could no longer delay the inevitable. The call had to be made.

      A clear efficient voice spoke, “Hello, Olivia Devine speaking. How may I be of assistance?”

      “Olivia. It’s Albie. I’m just ringing for an update on Mitchell. Is he out of hospital yet?”

      “No change really, but I understand he’ll be discharged tomorrow into the care of the McNallys.”

      “I thought you’d got someone for the attack.”

      “We’re doing what we can.”

      “What about Emily’s killer?”

      “Now you know I can’t discuss the investigations, Olivia. However, if you have new information, you know what to do.” He grabbed his jacket and slipped an arm into each sleeve. The phone balanced between his jaw and raised shoulder, he picked his keys up from the desk.

      “Wait.” Olivia continued before she had time for regret. “I had a visit yesterday from a friend of Emily’s, a Josie Jeffries.”

      Albie dropped his keys and sat on the edge of the desk. “Go on.”

      “She seemed anxious and insisted on speaking with me in particular. Basically, she thinks something bad has happened to her friend and asked for my help.”

      “And when were you going to tell me about this?” Albie tried to remain calm and hide the undertone of anger in his voice.

      “I did suggest she report Emily missing to the police if she was that concerned.”

      “And?” Albie’s patience was evading him, but he knew from experience that Olivia would dry up if he didn’t keep his cool.

      “She said the police wouldn’t take her seriously because it wasn’t the first time she’d disappeared and she always comes home. This time she said things were different. Last time I’d…”

      “Last time you did what?

      He barely heard her whispered reply. “I’d said if she went missing again, I’d push through a recommendation for Mitchell to be placed in care, permanently.”

      The line went silent apart from heavy breathing on Albie’s side as he battled with his anger.

      “Great, Liv. Well played. Threats will work every time. I don’t know what to say to you now. We’re trying to contact Josie Jeffries. If for some bizarre reason she contacts you again, let me know.”

      Dropping the phone in the cradle, he grabbed his keys and rushed from the office, pausing only to gesture to Tanya to follow.
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      Josie slammed her phone shut and slung it across the room. It bounced once, then settled between two cushions on the sofa. She dropped to the floor and covered her face with her hands and screamed. Her feet ached from pacing the floor, and she held back a sob. She did not know if it was anger or fear that had deprived her of the ability to sleep since Mitchell’s attack. Glaring at her mobile, Josie grabbed it from its resting place, pushed the redial button, and waited for the voicemail to click on. After waiting for a moment, she collapsed to her knees at the sound of her friends recorded voice, and the phone slipped from her grip unnoticed.

      What was the point of adding to the queue of messages she’d already left on Emily’s phone?

      Initially, she’d been unfazed when Emily had failed to turn up to collect Mitchell. Her track record wasn’t great, and she was known for her erratic behaviour. As a teenager, Emily had disappeared for days at a time. Josie had lost count of the times she’d covered for Emily with her parents. She was reckless, but they were friends and Josie had always been jealous of her spontaneity and enthusiasm for life.  In comparison, Josie had thought herself insecure and vulnerable, but as she grew older, she realised they were traits of Emily’s. In truth, she was an addict.

      The tick of the clock echoed in her head, and her mind ran wild. Every imaginable scenario played out in her chattering thoughts. Josie ran to the hall and yanked her coat from the bannister. She caught sight of her drawn, distraught face in the mirror, shrouded by lank unwashed hair, unrecognisable since the attack on Mitchell. She cursed the day Emily had bought the mirror from a secondhand shop in the high street. She’d even hung the birthday gift on a nail she’d hammered unceremoniously into the wall.

      A girl should always have a mirror hung by the door. You should be the last person you see when you leave the house and the first when you return, she’d said. Followed by ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall. Who is the fairest of them all?’ In her best witchy voice.

      Josie fumbled for keys in her handbag before riffling through her pockets. With a huff, she retraced her steps. She jumped as the ring of the house phone broke the silence. She hesitated before answering. She couldn’t remember the last time it had rung.

      “Em. Where are you?” She fell to her knees by the small telephone table.

      “No, love. It’s Dad. We’ve had the police round. They’ve been trying to contact you, thought you were here. Where’ve you been? Have you turned your mobile off? It doesn’t matter. You’re safe…”

      His words rushed Josie as she tried to decipher and information.

      “Sorry dad. Em, is it about Emily? Has something happened to her…? Only I can’t understand why she’s not been in contact.” Josie’s stomach clenched, and she swallowed down a trace of bile.

      “No. Don’t think so…Well, I don’t know anything for sure. They refused to discuss anything with me. They just asked that you contact them urgently.”

      A heavy knock on the door, closely followed by another, interrupted their conversation. Josie moved on tiptoes towards the door, unsure whether to respond.

      “Dad, someone’s at the door. Can you stay on the line?”

      The last time someone had knocked on the door with such force had been three weeks before. The first knock had distracted her from digging into her savings. Instead she had moved the tin, placing it behind the waste pipe under the sink. The second knock had brought her to the living room door in search of Josh. His quilt had been discarded, and he’d left the room in a mess. From the sound of running water coming from upstairs, he had been preparing for their park trip.

      “You don’t have to answer it you know.” Stan’s voice dragged her from the memory. “Put the chain across.”

      Another knock and Josie lifted her shaking hand and managed to secure the chain lock across the door, trying to forget the outcome of the last time this happened. She opened the door a few inches.

      “Josie? It’s WPC Watts and DS Edwards,” said a familiar voice. “We have some news, and need to talk to you inside if possible.” Tanya pushed against the door while holding her warrant card open for Josie to examine.

      Without a word, Josie released the chain, turned, and walked towards the sitting room followed by both officers.

      “Is it Emily? Have you found her?” Josie blurted as her eyes flitted from one to the other.

      Tanya raised her eyebrow and glanced at Albie. Ignoring her question, he pointed to the sofa behind Josie. “I think you should take a seat, Ms Jeffries,” he said before gesturing to the chair opposite. “May I?” He sat without waiting for a reply.

      “Is there anyone else here, Josie? Or someone we can contact to be with you?” Tanya waited for a response from the frail young woman nibbling skin from around her nails.

      Without warning, Josie jumped up and grabbed the phone.

      “Dad…Sorry. Are you still there?” She mouthed an apology to the officers.

      “Josie, it’s mum. Dad is on his way. He was worried when you didn’t pick up. Is everything okay? Tyler’s not—”

      “Sorry, Mum. Not now, I can’t talk now.” She looked at her visitors, heads bent and whispering to each other. “Tell Josh I love him. Be in touch soon.” She replaced the phone, ignoring her mother’s retort, and retook her seat.

      “Sorry about that.” She fidgeted with a ring on her little finger, circling it backwards and forwards as she spoke. “My father’s on his way over. He’ll be here soon. Shall we get on with this? Whatever you need to talk to me about?”

      “Actually there are two incidents we need to share with you, and neither will be easy to hear about. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to wait for your father?”

      Josie shook her head and slipped a loose curl of hair behind her ear with shaking fingers. Her face paled and she locked eyes with Albie as if in challenge.

      “Ms Jeffries, we understand you were formerly Mrs Duke. Is that correct?”

      Josie’s breath hitched, and she was back in the hall three weeks prior. He was there once again trying to pry his way into her home.

      “Hi, gorgeous,” Tyler had said, his eyes raking her body. She’d yanked her dressing gown tighter and secured it over her chest with one hand. “I see you’re ready for me…as always.” His plastered-on smile never left his face.

      “What do you want, Tyler?” An unnatural growl grew in the back of her throat. “There’s nothing here for you anymore. We’re divorced…Why are you even here?”

      “Always the same. That’s what I love about you, Josie…Inquisitive, questioning everything. I thought you would have understood by now the trouble that attracts.” He grinned as the colour drained from her face. Her reaction excited him. “Still working on manners, I see… Are you going to ask me in or am I going to invite myself in?”

      “Ms Jeffries?” Tanya laid a hand lightly on her arm.

      “Yes. That’s right.” She straightened her back and stared at Albie as if it was an accusation. “It was part of my life I wish to forget. I’ve moved from Mrs Duke.”

      Tanya slid her hand over Josie’s and squeezed. “We understand this is difficult, Josie, but it’s imperative you stay calm and listen.”

      Albie gave a slight nod of the head. “A body was found this morning in Charlton.” He watched as Josie flinched, chewed on her bottom lip, and balled her hands. “You may be divorced, but you are still on record as Mr Duke’s next of kin, so we are asking you to formally identify his body…”

      Before he could finish, the door swung open and Stan entered the room. He stood and processed the scene before him, then rushed to his daughter’s side. She fell into his consoling embrace.

      She shuddered as the memories of her last meeting with Tyler flooded her mind, and she was back at the front door desperate to keep him out.

      The little resistance her fragile body had forced on the door and her feeble attempt to keep him out were easily countered by a strong shoulder barge, which had enough force to break the chain and throw her to the floor.

      “You’re right,” Tyler had said, slamming the door and walking towards her retreating body, as she’d tried desperately to gain her footing and some composure. “No need to get up.” He had said, giving her a swift kick to the ribs, enticing a muffled scream from her lips. “As I was saying, you are right. We are divorced, but I’m not here for you. I’ve come to collect my son. He’s mine and you can’t stop me from seeing him.”

      Anger had raged within her. She wasn’t going to let him take Josh. She had struggled to her hands and knees and flung an arm out in the direction of his legs. “You can’t take Josh, the judge said…” Her sentence had been left unfinished as the next kick winded her, bending her double. It had been the final blow as his fist had connected with her chin and the last wave of pain rattled her body before darkness had shrouded her and she had felt no more.

      “Josie, what is it? What’s happened?” Stan pulled her unresponsive face towards him and wiped the tears from her cheeks, then glared at the police officers waiting for answers.

      “What’s happened?” he repeated, his focus on one and then the other.

      “We’ve just informed your daughter that her ex-husband’s body was discovered this morning.”

      “Good, I hope he suffered. Trash he was and a bloody bully.” Stan Jeffries sprung to his feet his hand still entwined in his daughter’s.”

      Stan bounced from one foot to the other. His whole body jittered, and a muscle in his jaw contracted.

      “He was brutally murdered. It was a horrific crime and we will do all we can to find his killer.”

      Stan stopped momentarily, sat back down next to his daughter, and faced Albie. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.” Sarcasm spewed from his mouth as he locked eyes with Albie. “Josie doesn’t need to know any of this. `He’s her past. She’s moved on.”

      “Well, it seems Mr Duke wasn’t quite through with Josie. She’s his next of kin and we need her to identify the body.”

      “That man was a real bastard.” He balled his fist and punched a cushion to his right. “If she does this, will you leave her alone to get on with her life?”

      Instead of answering, Albie turned his attention back to Josie. “I’m afraid that’s not all. Emily Dyer’s body was found yesterday in the evening.”

      Josie’s shoulders sagged within her father’s protective embrace, and for the first time since they’d arrived, gurgled sobs wretched from her throat, and her whole body vibrated uncontrollably.

      Hollows formed under Stan’s cheekbones, his eyebrows dropped, and his frown disappeared. His voice softened and cajoled as if speaking to a group of young children. “Emily? It can’t be. Are you sure?”

      Both officers nodded in reply.

      “What happened to her? Was it a drug overdose?”

      “Unfortunately, Mr Jeffries, all we can tell you is that with Emily Dyer, like Tyler Duke, we are investigating a murder.”

      Stan clung tighter to his daughter to quell her response as her sobs escalated into a piercing scream.

      “We found Emily’s mother. She’s recently been sectioned and is unable to help us with identification…”

      “Now wait a minute. This is not our problem.”

      Josie placed her hand on his and lifted her blotchy red face. “Dad, it’s Emily. Please.”

      Stan nodded, just the once, stared down at their entwined fingers, and squeezed.

      Albie stood and paced towards the door. Tanya followed. “We’ll send an officer to collect you first thing in the morning,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “Be ready at eight.” He pulled the door closed and walked out into the last of the sunshine with Tanya by his side.
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      The banging in her head persisted. She massaged her temples with her fingertips and squeezed her eyes tight, but the banging amplified. As the distant noise became more insistent, Josie pushed herself up onto her elbows and with the realisation that the banging was coming from the front door, flung back the fleece blanket covering her body, rubbed her eyes while planting her feet into a pair of blue fluffy slippers, and made her way into the hall.

      “Okay. What’s the panic?” She opened the door and cursed under her breath for not checking the peephole her dad had recently installed. Her mother stared at her, unblinking. Josie had always found her difficult to read, but today anger and panic were expressed for all to see.

      “What’s the panic? I’ll tell you what the panic is! Your father and I have been worried sick. We’ve been trying to phone you for hours, and this is the second time today I’ve stood here banging at your door like a maniac. We thought something had happened to you.”

      Josie stood dead still, stared at her mother, and smiled. For a second, she’d been taken in. In that moment, her mother’s concern felt real. And then she spoke again.

      “You’re so selfish, Josie. Your father and I have a life too, you know, and Joshua needs his mother. You haven’t even asked after him. Too wrapped up in your own self pity. For all we knew, you could have been laying in a ditch somewhere. A woman’s been murdered, you know.”

      From nowhere, the pounding in Josie’s head returned. Bile hit the back of her throat, and her body began to shake. She threw the door open with such force a pain shot up her arm as it hit her on the rebound and she sprung at her mother.

      Their faces were so close she inhaled the potent smell of anti-aging cream her mother slathered on her face each morning. She felt her jaw clench and with venom, and she hissed through gritted teeth. “Sorry, Mum. I’m so sorry I interfered with your life plans. God forbid I spoilt your day.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. This isn’t about me. People have been murdered, Jo, and you are being so self-centred. You couldn’t even contact us.”

      Josie felt her blood hot under her skin. The banging in her head increased in a gradual crescendo. She took a step back, straightened to her full height, and masked her face with a neutral expression.

      “Yes, I’m aware of the murders, Mum. I had to identify them this morning, as you know. And that woman who is dead is Emily, my best friend, but you can’t even bring yourself to say her name. Can you? You pretend to care now, but where were you when she needed help? You’re such a hypocrite.”

      Curtains began to twitch in a few flats opposite, and some neighbours stood on their doorsteps, blatantly staring. For once in her life, Josie didn’t care.

      “Josie, come inside. We’ll talk about this, but inside,” Irene said, cupping her daughter’s elbow with her hand and guiding her towards the front door.

      Josie shrugged her arm from her mother’s grasp.

      “You want to go inside so you can manipulate me. What are you going to tell me? That I’m a crap mother? I’ve heard it from you so many times. Perhaps you’ll rub in how worthless I am. Well ‘newsflash’, you’re not so great yourself. Did you ever stop to think that I am what you made me? No, you’d probably argue that I’m a freak of nature.”

      The slap vibrated through Irene’s arm as her hand made contact before she’d even registered the words. Josie stumbled back into the wall, her hand covered her jaw, her wide eyes glistened.

      “How dare you throw your accusations around? You selfish girl.” The ghost of a handprint heated Josie’s face as Irene continued. “I’m not taking abuse from you. When you can control yourself enough to apologise, you can see your son again, but until then keep your distance.” She turned on her toes before glancing over her shoulder and adding, “Unless you want social services involved, you’d better sort your head out.”

      Josie watched a workman back into the balcony to let her mother pass the boarded up maisonettes while he stared in her direction. “Enjoy the show, did you? Nosy bastard.” She shouted at him as he busied himself searching in his toolbox. Sobbing, she slid down the wall, hugged her knees, and lowered her head.

      Josie wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she felt the hand on her shoulder.

      “Miss, are you okay? Can I help?”

      She lifted her head and wiped her face with the back of her hand, then focused on the man kneeling at her side, his face etched with concern. She managed to stand on unsteady legs, using the wall for support, and brushed away the man’s offer of assistance.

      “I’m fine, thank you. Just fine.” She shrugged away from his outstretched hand and scoured the balcony for the stragglers still watching her like a contestant on a reality TV show. Disgusted, she shook her head and made for the door, flipping her finger at the workman who watched her earlier.

      “Excuse me. But are you Josie Jeffries?” The man who’d tried to help was following her to the door.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “I’ve come to unblock your bathroom sink.” He handed over his ID card and the paperwork.

      “Well you’d better come in then.” She led the way into the hall, marvelling at the timing of the council. “The bathroom’s upstairs on the left.” She stalled in the living room doorway and watched him jog up the stairs. Sprawled on the couch, she buried her face into a cushion and relived the argument with her mother until anger brought the sobs that wracked her body.

      A light tap on the door went unnoticed, but it was the soft call of her name that made Josie spring to her feet.

      The man in blue overalls stood in the doorway, a nonchalant grin on his face. He held out the paperwork and a pen in her direction.

      Josie walked past him and into the hall. His stance in the doorway felt like a claustrophobic intrusion. “Did you need something?”

      His fair curly hair bounced around his neck as he spoke. “I thought that perhaps I could help you.” With a buoyant smile he continued. “I know it’s none of my business, but I can’t ignore your distress…”

      “No. It’s not your business, and I don’t know you. So do your job or get out of my house.”

      He took a step back and raised his hands. “I don’t want to upset you again. I just thought I could offer to make you a cuppa.”

      Josie studied his face and bent her head to hide a smile. It was just typical. Her world was falling apart, and the workman wanted to make tea.

      Opening the kitchen door, she filled the kettle and flicked the switch. “I’ll make it.”

      “No, you sit down. Milk and sugar?” She watched as he busied himself around the kitchen.

      Taking a sip of tea, Josie signed the paperwork for the finished job.

      “Better? You’re looking fresher already.” His eyes lingered on her a touch too long. Josie felt her face redden, struck by how his laughter lines softened his eyes.

      “Well thanks for the tea. I might even pass as human now.” Intrigued by his smile, she changed the subject. “I didn’t know workmen could make their own tea.”

      “You’ve no idea who I am, do you?” He kept eye contact.

      She thought for a moment and scanned his face for familiarities. “Should I?” Josie took a closer look at his features. Perhaps she knew him from somewhere. She just couldn’t quite place where.

      “I’m shocked and I must say a little hurt. I remembered you as soon as I spotted you curled in a ball on the balcony.” The glint in his eye remained as he watched her quizzical expression change to embarrassment.

      “No, sorry, you’ll have to put me out of my misery.” She shook her head, her stare fixed to a spot on the kitchen floor.

      “Remember the love of your life, Josie? Max Pearce, right?” Her face lit up in a saucy grin just at the mention of Max’s name. “Well I’m his little brother.”

      “Guy? No, you can’t be Guy.” She screamed and clapped her hands. “Guy was annoying. He wouldn’t leave us alone. He used to call me names.”

      Guy held his hands in the air. “Okay, guilty as charged. I admit I called you names and used to slap you and run off. Do you remember?”

      “Remember? I’ve still got your hand marks on my legs.”

      He leant in closer. “Now I’m older and I know why I used to hit you.”

      “Oh yeah. Why?” Josie’s grin widened with each comment.

      “Well it’s obvious, isn’t it? Look at you, you’re gorgeous.” He watched a hint of rose colour her cheeks. “I mean you were always hot. And when you’re a kid, you always hit people you fancy.”

      Josie laughed, and her playful punch landed on his arm. “You’re still a joker, Guy. Some things never change. Although, I remember you being a foot shorter with metal braces.”

      Guy felt his own cheeks colour, and he glanced at his watch. “Look at the time. I’ve got to rush. Three more jobs to do before I knock off.”

      “It’s great to see you again, Guy.” Josie rose from her seat and followed him to the front door. “Good to see the braces worked.”

      “Very funny. Josie?” He turned and gave her another smile. “I don’t suppose you’re free tonight. I mean we could catch up over a few drinks.”

      “It’s not a good time, Guy.” She grazed her fingers against his hand. “My life’s shitty at the moment. I don’t want to drag anyone else into the mess.”

      “All the more reason to get out of these four walls.” He raised his hands between them. “No ties. Just an honest old catch up between friends. What do you say?”

      For a moment, she wondered what Emily would do, but that was no good. She knew exactly how Emily would react.

      “Okay. Pick me up at eight.”

      Guy nodded his head. “Oh and before I forget. I was supposed to change your light fittings, but they’re all brand new. No point changing them.”

      “Yeah, I think they were changed when my friend was staying.”

      “Right. See you at eight.” His smile was the last thing she saw when she shut the door.
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      The door of the maisonette was flung open. He stepped through into the hall and stood listening. When he knew he was alone, he slammed the front door and turned the lock, then put the chain across the door. Turning, he grabbed the handrail and took the stairs three at a time. He flung the bedroom door open, mimicking his actions when entering the maisonette. But this time when he shut it, he pressed his back into the cool wooden panel and listened to the deafening thud of his heart pumping blood to all of the organs in his body. Sensing his isolation, he exhaled, a long, concentrated breath, moved towards the bed, and perched on the edge. Grasping fistfuls of hair, he rocked back and forth then, rising, he paced the floor, overwhelmed by a desperate need to eradicate the images that riddled his mind. He stopped, determined to focus his thoughts, his attention momentarily drawn to the laptop on his desk. He sat, lifted the lid, and coaxed the pad with his finger, arousing the computer from sleep.

      The decision was made. He would find solace in the one person who could hold his full attention. His eyes flitted over the images on the screen, searching for movement. Drawn towards small flickering objects, his eyes adjusted, and he noted candles adorning the rim of the bathtub. The body in the bath was unmoving, and he was reminded of a famous painting he’d once seen in an art gallery. Josie’s eyes were as unflinching as Ophelia’s deathly stare. A stare that met his through the camera lens installed in the light fitting above the bath.

      A fearful excitement gripped him, and he edged closer to the screen, aware of his shallow breathes, yet unable to calm his heightened senses. In one fluid movement, Josie rose, and water cascaded from her body. His intrusion was complete, and an adrenaline rush coursed through his veins, brightening the screen, heightening his hearing, and sensitising his skin to the touch.

      Overwhelmed by the form before him, all rational thought extinguished, his eyes lingered over the body he coveted. Each involuntary movement was hypnotic. The tip of his tongue slipped through his slightly parted lips, moistening them as he focused on the exploration of Josie’s hands as she massaged soap over her naked body, caressing and teasing as the suds slipped over her skin. The intimacy of her touch mesmerised him. Sweat beaded his forehead as she began to glide a razor along the slope of her underarms. Next, she angled one leg over the rim on the bath and lathered her wet skin before introducing the razor once again. Dabbing his forehead with the back of his clammy hand, he winced as blood mingled with water and slalomed from a small nick on her ankle. In a trance-like state, he gazed at the tantalising movement of her finger tips skimming the taut skin just above her pelvis. He felt himself harden. Voyeuristic abstinence no longer an option, he became captivated with each sashay of the blade exploring the fine line of hair below her abdomen. With little self-involvement, his orgasm engulfed him. Intense and intrusive. Leaving dregs of guilt and shame in its wake.
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      Elsie eased her body, with a smooth gradual movement, onto the solid wooden chair and balanced her bulk expertly over its surface. Her gaze rested on the empty cushioned chair opposite, and a searing ache emerged from the pit of her stomach as she grieved the company of her mother. She forced her attention to the window and scanned the limited but familiar view of the square below. Two levels of balcony edged homes were also within Elsie’s view, each a safe haven for the residents.

      Pouring steaming water into a stained striped teapot and resting it on the pot holder, she watched the liquid draw colour from the disturbed tea leaves before she secured the lid and shrouded the brew with a worn cosy. Her mother had taught her to make a perfect cup of tea. In fact, her mother had taught her everything. She’d been her life coach and best friend.

      Being a creature of habit, Elsie’s attention was soon drawn back to the balconies, searching for activity. Her lips contorted into an awkward grin as she recalled the hours spent with her mother ‘people watching’. That’s what they’d called the past time. Some people would probably call their game intrusive, weird even.

      Consequently, since her mother’s death, Elsie had attempted to put an end to the daily ritual. But in reality, she found watching people addictive. She’d recently given this some thought and come to the conclusion that what people didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

      Using both hands, Elsie tipped the teapot and watched as the hot liquid cascaded into a flowery mug, evoking a milky whirlpool. Elsie pushed the palms of her hands onto the table top and began the painfully slow process of forcing her body to stand. Inch by inch, with the help of the flat surfaces, she was on her feet and had reached the food cupboards. Elsie knew that most of her day would be consumed by people watching, and although the doctor’s warning rang in her head, she also knew the contents of the fruit bowl wouldn’t even take the edge off her appetite. Immersed in guilt, she made a grab for the biscuit tin. It would be balanced out by the piece of lettuce she’d tucked inside a cheese sandwich as an afterthought.

      Perched in her original position, Elsie tuned in to the lives of others, excited that she could manipulate them within the stories she wove in her imagination.

      Directly opposite the flat it was quiet. Usually, a young mum watched her son play in the square below while reading and balancing a cup on the balcony. Elsie remembered her mother had been impressed by the woman. The site of a mother even taking an interest in her children on this estate was out of place. After all, most of the children who lived here were slung out of the front door by the age of two and left to fend for themselves during the daylight hours. Only one maisonette separated the young woman’s from two vacant boarded up homes. They had been like that for so long now that they no longer looked out of place. Although, they did remind her of two rotten teeth in a mouth full of decay.

      Elsie was happy to have witnessed recent visits to the properties from the caretaker and his team, and she hoped they were preparing them for new tenants. It was always exciting when fresh characters arrived—it made for more interesting people watching. Normally, a whole new discussion would develop between herself and her mother concerning new arrivals. Her mother took on the persona of an Agatha Christie type sleuth, and all sorts of dubious happenings would develop in her mother’s mind.

      Elsie sighed. Giving up for the day, she turned her chair. A sudden shout drew her interest back towards the window. To her right, an area which she’d been trying to ignore because it housed the lifts snuggled in the corner, she could just make out a kafuffle.

      In an attempt to slow her palpitating heart, she breathed deeply through her nose and counted to six before releasing the breath incrementally through her mouth. Panic began to build up inside Elsie. Her hands travelled involuntarily to her middle, but did little to calm the instant rush of emulating fear that cramped her core. Instinctively, her first thought was to run and hide as the shouting gained momentum and crept ever closer.

      Elsie shook her head. Run! she thought. That’s a joke. I can’t even walk properly. Edging the curtain along the rail to cover her immediate view of the surrounding maisonettes, she opened a gap to get a better look at the unfolding drama.

      “Chloe. Come back now. What’ve you been doing with my Charlie, you lying cow?”

      “Let go of my hair, ow…stop. I wouldn’t go near Charlie if you paid me!” Chloe spat at her sister with an evil glint in her eye. Chloe dug her bright red manicured nails into Layla’s hands, desperate to stop her from ripping her hair from her scalp. In response, her sister loosened her grip and held back a scream as blood trickled from gashes made by embedded false nails. She swung her fist forward accurately, and it hit Chloe in her lower gut. The force doubled her over, and she tried to steady herself as she made contact with the wall.

      Elsie let the curtain fall. Her mind was working overtime.

      Should she call the police?

      She wrung her hands, and worry lines etched her forehead. The girl was familiar. A kind girl who always nodded hello to her mother and had recently defended her against her friends when they were attacking her with abuse. Elsie had been friends with her father, Andy, when they were at school. That was until she had become a victim of her own body. She vaguely remembered the young girl running errands for her, at her dad’s request, while she spent most of her time in a pill induced haze after her mother’s death.

      Now Chloe was a victim, like her.

      Elsie reached for the phone, deliberating. She’d had enough of the police recently—asking her questions, probing, and digging. She hadn’t been able to leave home since the neighbours had seen her talking to the police. Vivid images of their hostility played in her mind. Cruel words that were probably already sprayed over her front door echoed in her head. Elsie put down the receiver. Her mind made up, she returned to the curtain and peeped through the gap.

      Chloe winced as her sister forced the side of her head into the wall with her forearm. Struggling was useless. She was pinioned by her sister’s ample body. Layla pressed her face within inches of hers, and Chloe inhaled a vile combination of stale cigarette’s and body odour. She whimpered, held her breath, and squeezed her eyes together.

      “I hear my sister’s a slag,” Layla said, spraying a fine layer of spit over Chloe’s cheek. “Well’s it true? Is that what you are?” Chloe’s throat constricted. She gulped, desperate for air. “I heard you’d been with my Charlie.” She leaned in. “Someone saw you, Chlo, saw you taking money afterwards…like a whore.”

      Layla loosened her grip, whipping Chloe round with such force she hit the back of her head against the wall. In one deliberate movement, she forced her sister’s chin up with her fist. She looked Chloe in the eyes, before she dug her nails into the top of the sobbing girl’s cheeks and slashed. Chloe fell to the ground, covering the gashes on her face with cupped hands. Salty tears doused the bloodied cut on her cheeks, igniting a fiery pain. Chloe bit down on her bottom lip and held back an escaping scream.

      Layla eyed the trickles of blood as it oozed through her sister’s fingers. She backed along the balcony, unsteady on her feet, and walked towards their home. “If you go near my Charlie again, I’ll scar you for life, bitch,” she shouted as she turned and strolled away.

      Chloe rolled into a ball and rocked back and forth. Sobs wracked her body, and pain seared from so many places she was unable to think. She knew better than to move for a while. One thing she was sure—there would have been numerous witnesses to the attack. However, she also knew the majority would be either be frightened, hostile, or worse indifferent. Chloe remained on the hard concrete. Coldness seeped through her clothes into her body and wheedled its way into her bloodstream as she listened to distant doors slam shut—the audience gradually realising there would be no encore. Chloe looked down at her shaking, blood-soaked hands until a hushed demanding voice drilled through her thoughts.

      “Psst…Girl. Can you crawl to me?

      Chloe looked over her shoulder in the direction of the voice. She focused on Elsie as she dragged one large leg to meet the other. Elsie grimaced with each movement, came to a stop, and leaned back against the wall, resting her torso and gulping for air.

      A hint of a smile formed on Chloe’s face as she watched Elsie use the wall for support. She pulled herself onto shaky legs, stilling until she was sure they could hold her weight. Chloe focused on Elsie and edged towards her, meeting her halfway.
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      Giggling at Delilah, Olivia blew the tomato-covered pasta pierced on the end of her fork, opened her mouth, and savoured the herby taste and the cheeky chilli kick as she chewed. She washed the mouthful down with a swig of ice-cold water while trying to ignore the insistent beep of incoming texts.

      “If that’s work, you can tell them where to go. In fact, don’t even look at it. Whoever it is can wait.” A cheeky grin spread across Delilah’s face as she grabbed the phone from her friends’s hand. “After all, what’s more important than your best friend’s stories about her social life?” she said, glancing at the text. “What’s he texting you for? And how did he even get hold of your new number?”

      Olivia stared at her friend. Not having an answer for her that she’d want to hear, she shrugged her shoulders, reached for her phone, and, ignoring Delilah’s furrowed brow, opened the text.

      Where r u? We need 2 talk asap.

      Olivia regarded her friend. “I’m going to have to reply. It looks urgent.”

      “Bullshit, Liv. Have you forgotten everything? Don’t you remember how you suffered last time? He’s bad news for you professionally. And don’t get me started how he messed with your emotions.”

      “This is just work, Lilah. I have to answer this text. It could be important.”

      “You could be setting yourself up for an all-time low. I don’t want to have to help you through all that crap like last time.” Delilah leaned across the table and enveloped Olivia’s hand between her own. She searched her face for a semblance of understanding, her eyes radiating love and concern.

      Another beep from Olivia’s phone interrupted the silence, and the connection between the pair was broken. Olivia pulled her hand free and reached for the phone.

      Where the hell r u? I’m at your work. This is important. Call me!

      Olivia sighed. “I have to contact him. Do you want me to go? Or shall I tell him to meet me here?”

      Delilah shook her head in disbelief. “If you’re really going ahead with this, then he might as well meet you here. It’s about time he heard a few home truths.”

      “Don’t cause trouble, Lilah. Promise or I’ll just go back to work now. This is work related and nothing more.”

      “Whatever.” Delilah’s shook her head, mouth open in disbelief, as her friend’s fingers danced effortlessly in reply to the text.

      On lunch break. Café Rouge. Ask receptionist for directions if needed.

      As she pressed send, Olivia glanced at her friend in the chair opposite as she took a bite of pizza and checked her phone. Olivia looked down at her own lunch and pushed a piece of chicken around the plate, wondering whether this was the worst mistake she’d ever made.

      Olivia had a clear view of the restaurant entrance from where she was seated, and while Delilah continued to make small talk, her eyes strayed past her to the door every time someone entered. She heard his voice—deep, gruff, and irritated—before he came into view. She laid one shaky hand over the other and took a deep breath as she felt the relaxed atmosphere slowly diminish.

      “Hi. I’m meeting someone. Miss Devine.”

      The waitress ran her finger down the booking form. “This way, sir.” With a huge smile the waitress led the way.

      Olivia felt her throat begin to close on his approach, followed by an embarrassing blush that crept up her neck, settling on her cheeks. She watched Delilah rise to her feet and bowed her head, struggling to gain control of her emotions.

      “Hello again, Albie,” Delilah said, her expression unreadable.

      “Eddie to you, Delilah. You know that.”

      “No. I’ll stick with Albie. I’d rather. I know your friends call you Eddie, and let’s face it, you and I’ll never be friends.” Turning to Olivia, she added, “I’m going to powder my nose Liv, won’t be long.”

      Olivia watched her walk away, then focused on Albie. “Sorry about Delilah. She never changes. Do you want to sit down? Can I order you anything to drink or something to eat, perhaps?”

      Albie pulled a chair from the table behind, sat, then angled it to face Olivia. “Thanks but I’ve already ordered coffee.” His eyes rested on her face and locked with hers. She blushed again at his unfaltering stare. Angry at her vulnerability when it came to him, she bowed her head. Seemingly oblivious of the effect he’d had on her, Albie continued. “I’m sorry to contact you on your private number. Your employers are definitely security conscious. They refused to contact you during your lunch hour and wouldn’t give me the directions to this place until I showed them your text. Perhaps they just didn’t like the look of me.”

      Olivia stared at him. His whole face lit up as his smile dimpled on one side.

      She refocused. “What do you want?” The directness of her response had the desired effect. His smile vanished.

      “We’ve had another murder, Liv.”

      She waited for a second. “What? Who’s dead?”

      “A man named Tyler Duke. He was murdered. Found dead the morning after Emily Dyer.”

      Olivia sat motionless, silent while life continued. Straightening, she took a swig of water, swirled it around her dry mouth, then let it slide down her parched throat.

      “So why is it so important for me to know about this murder? I’ve never heard of Tyler Duke.” She steadied the quiver in her voice and fought to keep out the hint of hysteria.

      “Liv, you’re Mitchell’s caseworker. He hasn’t been given the news of his mother’s death yet. My boss has asked me to break the news, and in her wisdom thinks you should accompany me.”

      She took a deep breath. The sarcasm in his voice hadn’t gone unnoticed. This was a mistake. She didn’t relish the thought of working with him again either.

      “Look, is it really necessary for me to be there when you share the news?”

      “Yes. At least that’s what I’ve been instructed.” Albie studied his hands, found a hangnail, and rubbed it with his thumb.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea. Can’t you take a policewoman with you? I can do a follow up at a later date. That would cover all the bases.”

      “No. It’s not that simple. It’s a delicate situation, and the DI wants it handled properly.” The light throb as the air hit his raw skin drew his attention back to his hands.

      “Oh, so she isn’t aware of the outcome of the last case you involved me in then?” Olivia glanced towards the ladies’ room and wondered what was taking Delilah so long.” Albie took his coffee and thanked the waitress. Blowing the surface into circles that disappeared when they hit the rim of the cup, he took a tentative sip as Delilah rejoined them.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, Liv. This isn’t about our last case together, and this certainly isn’t about us. It’s about a young boy who’s lost his mother.”

      Before Olivia opened her mouth to reply, Delilah leaned forward, and bitter resentment spewed from her mouth.

      “How dare you talk to her like that? That’s just fucking typical of you, isn’t it? You were always out for number one. Never gave a shit about anyone else. Do you have any idea how low she was after all that crap she went through because of you?”

      “That’s enough, Delilah.” Olivia grabbed her friend’s arm.

      Ignoring Delilah completely, Albie focused on Olivia. Keeping to his game plan, he played on her compassionate nature. “There’s a young boy out there who’s been viciously attacked. He is scared and vulnerable. I have to tell him his mum is dead, he’s going to need you, Liv.” He held her gaze and knew he’d won.

      Albie left the restaurant and paced the pavement while the women said their goodbyes. He knew that at some point he’d have to address some of the points he’d been accused of during Delilah’s rant, but for now he had murders to solve.
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      Albie drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. The annoyance he’d felt from the silent treatment he’d endured throughout the journey heated the insides of his head like a steam kettle as it reached the boil. It was problematic that Olivia chose to abstain from conversation, but even more so that he was as stubborn as his passenger.

      “Do we turn off soon?” Albie forced a grin. He felt his skin tighten around his mouth as he spoke into the silence. “Some instructions would be good. A clue at least.”

      Straightening in her seat, Olivia turned her head and spotted the remains of  his false grin before she broke her silence. “Take the next junction and follow the A2079. Follow the signs to Lydd.”

      “You seem to know where you’re going. Are you familiar with the area?”

      Olivia coughed as if to remind her voice how to work. “Let’s just say I was. It was a large part of my teenage life. But not since.”

      “How come I’m hearing this for the first time? I mean, you never mentioned this place before. Not to me anyway.”

      Olivia focused on the sheep feeding on the short clumps of grass as they sped by. “You’d be surprised how much I kept from you.” She swallowed a trace of saliva gathered in her mouth which barely coated her throat.

      “Sure. But I thought we’d got to know each other pretty well.” Albie ignored the brittle feeling of betrayal that knotted in his gut. He shrugged his shoulders and changed the subject.

      “So. What is your connection with this place?”

      Reaching for her mobile, Olivia scrolled her phonebook, found the name she was looking for, and hit the call button.

      “If I’d wanted to share with you, don’t you think I would have already?”

      Before he had a chance to answer, Olivia’s attention was drawn to the person at the other end of the call.

      “Hey, Maureen, it’s me. I know this is short notice, but I’m on my way to see you…No, it’s not really a social call. Sorry. I have a detective with me. Has there been any change with Mitchell? Okay. Has he settled in? We have some bad news, Maureen. You may want Ozzie with you when we arrive. It’s Mitchell’s mum…I’m afraid so. Her body was found yesterday, and the detective has come to break the news to him. Can’t hold off, I’m afraid, it’s going to be all over the news. Yes, see you in about half an hour. Love you too…See you soon.” She switched off her phone, clasped it to her chest, and waited for the inevitable questions.

      “You were fostered. Mr and Mrs McNally fostered you.” Albie announced as if to the universe. The knot in his stomach tightened. He’d known her for a while. They’d been intimate, and yet the pain nibbling at his insides was laid raw by her betrayal. Even though logic told him he had no right to feel that way, the knot twisted.

      The time and effort Olivia had invested into her new life had all but eradicated her life before, or so she’d thought. She’d detested her past, and the last thing she wished to do was bring it to the forefront. Then she would have to accept it was real. The only guilt she felt about her denial was the implication that Maureen and Ozzie were part of the horror. On the contrary, they’d been her sanctuary. Nevertheless, they were just one step on from the past she’d managed to bury and had no wish to exhume. No doubt disclosure of part of her previous life to Albie was unavoidable, especially as photographs of her and others adorned many walls and surfaces in the McNally’s house.

      “I’m sorry, Eddie,” she said, finally acknowledging him and noticing the hurt in his eyes. “It’s not something I’ve ever shared. To be honest, it’s a part of my life I like to forget. It’s actually best forgotten.”

      The use of his nickname didn’t go unnoticed, but Albie had questions he needed answered.

      “So the Devines adopted you? You weren’t born into the family?”

      Olivia raised her hands. “That’s right. I was adopted.”

      His grin was subtle but not quite hidden enough. “Well, that might explain why they were so pissed off with you going into social work.” Taillights ahead glowed red as he feathered the brake. “Which turning on the roundabout?”

      “Left.” She answered as they inched closer. “Towards Old Romney.”

      Albie indicated and pulled out. “In fact, it’s more obvious why you’d want to be a social worker. You want to help children like you.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. Now can we stop talking about me? We’re here for Mitchell, remember?”

      Olivia eyed the passing shop fronts. Memories flooded back. Tranquil sunny days spent at Ozzie and Maureen’s. Bike rides, swimming in the cloudy green sea, sandcastle competitions with her temporary brothers and sisters, digging holes in the sand and burying each other. Those were the times she allowed herself to remember. They were good times, and she refused to allow thoughts of her non-life before the safety of the McNallys darken her memories.

      As they grew closer to their destination, Olivia noticed changes to the area, insignificant and too few to mention. The Jolly Fisherman still stood like a sandstone castle— a landmark announcing the entrance to The Parade where individual, originally designed houses were nestled. The gardens were extensions of the sandy beach just metres from the sea at high tide. It was a sunbathers and dog walkers paradise when the English weather decided to favour them with sun rays on lazy days.

      “Just up here on the left. There’s a car park,” she said as they rounded a bend in the road.

      Albie indicated and took a sharp left-hand turn into an uneven pebbled area that boasted just two other cars. One of them looked as if it hadn’t been driven for some time.

      Olivia jumped from the car, and he watched fascinated as she shielded her eyes from the late afternoon sun and perused the view. A soft breeze caressed her body, sending her flowery skirt bustling around her legs and her hair jittering to the tune of the breeze.

      Albie climbed from the car, locked the door, and took a deep breath. Salt from the air clung to his tongue and to his nostril hairs. The last time he’d had this experience was when he’d helped uncle Morgan move to Penzance five years before. He’d been overwhelmed by a sense of peace then as well. It was not the life for Albie though. He preferred to live life at a faster pace. In his mind, life wasn’t lived unless it was spent keeping ahead of the game and looking over your shoulder. He strolled towards Olivia and stood next to her in silence, so close that his knuckles brushed her hand. Instead of acknowledging his presence, she turned and headed towards the road, crossed, and walked around the side of a pub called The Tavern. Albie followed in a slow jog, waiting for oncoming cars to pass. He watched from a distance as Olivia pressed the latch on the garden gate. The front door flew open before she’d managed to step onto the path, and Maureen McNally rushed towards her, arms spread ready to wrap her in a warm embrace.

      “Detective.” Maureen acknowledged him over Olivia’s shoulder with a nod while he hovered by the open gate. She eased her arm around Olivia’s shoulder and guided her through the front door.

      “It’s started to get a bit nippy here in the evenings.” She wrapped her free hand over both of Olivia’s. “Let’s put the kettle on and make you a nice cuppa. I made your favourite as well. Lemon drizzle cake.” Before Olivia could open her mouth, Maureen continued, “You could do with feeding up. There’s nothing of you. And I’m sure you won’t say no to a piece of cake with your hot drink, Sergeant?”

      Albie followed them inside, thankful for the civility of Mrs McNally. His stomach rumbled at the thought of food, and he rubbed his hands together to fight off the bite from the sea breeze as it whipped through his thin jacket.

      A substantial hallway covered in framed photographs led off into three different directions. Albie followed the women through to a room on the right—an airy lounge with pale green walls and chintz curtains and sofas. The walls, like the ones in the hallway, were covered in photographs of a number of children of all different ages.

      “I lovingly call this my rogue’s gallery.” Maureen smiled as she caught Albie glancing around at all the framed faces. “I won’t be a minute with the tea. You’ve got until I get back to find a photo of Olivia.” She smiled as he jumped from his chair in response to her challenge.

      “Ozzie, bring Michelle down. We’ve got visitors,” she shouted up the stairs on her way to the kitchen.

      “Surely these aren’t all the kids they’ve had in their care?”

      Olivia shrugged. “They’d only been married for two years when they started fostering. It’s surprising how many kids are out there who need care.”

      “No doubt. But why fostering? Didn’t they ever want to adopt?”

      “You’d have to ask them. But Maureen’s got a massive heart and believes she was born into this world to give to others, and in her mind fostering focuses on many rather than a few.”

      “What about Ozzie?”

      “They are so similar, but Ozzie always jokes that he was born to please Maureen. So what Maureen wants, she gets, no questions asked. She can be quite persuasive when she wants to be, you know.”

      Albie smiled and picked up a photograph of a skinny dark-haired girl sitting astride a bike and handed it to Olivia.

      “Definitely you, the only person I know with almond shaped malteser coloured eyes. I’d recognise you anywhere.”

      Olivia looked down at the picture.

      “I loved that bike.” She smiled.

      “You came off it enough times. I lost count of the times I was either patching you up or the bike.”

      Olivia dropped the frame on her chair, rushed towards the man in the doorway and flung her arms around him.

      “Alright, that’s enough. You’ll squeeze me till I burst, and you don’t want to be around when that happens.” He gave her a quick squeeze in return, then untangled himself from her grip and encouraged Mitchell into the room.

      “Come on, Mitch. Maureen’s made you some chocolate cookies. If you want one we need to sit on the sofa by the window.” Ozzie grabbed his hand and guided him towards the window seat. By the time he’d settled, Maureen had entered the room with her first tray of goodies. She looked down at Albie’s choice of photo.

      “Aye, that’s her. Always been a beauty, our Olivia. A little on the thin side, but a beauty all the same.”

      Olivia’s cheeks reddened, but Maureen continued regardless. “Now I know you’ve visited for a particular reason, but if it’s alright with you, Sergeant could it wait until we’ve eaten? Only it’d be a shame to spoil anyone’s appetite, especially when someone has only recently started eating again.”

      Albie nodded and accepted a thick slice of lemon cake before taking a swig of hot dark brewed tea from a flowery mug which at second glance he realised matched the rest of the chintz in the room. From the time he’d been told to deliver the news of Emily’s death to her son, Albie had been dreading this moment, and any opportunity to delay the news was welcome. Albie studied Mitchell as he nibbled a chocolate cookie, he seemed content to just sit and listen to Ozzie talk. He had more colour in his cheeks than at the hospital, although his skin still had a translucent sheen. His veins were prominent. It was like looking at a map of a river and its tributories.

      Albie waited until Mitchell had wiped the back of his hand over his mouth and brushed the crumbs from his lap before he turned to Maureen.

      “Mrs McNally?”

      She drank the last of her tea and placed the cup and saucer on the tray with a shaky hand before nodding in Albie’s direction and turning her focus to Mitchell.

      “Mitchell, love. The policeman here has come to give you some news. Now I want you to listen carefully to what he tells you. Okay?”

      The boy looked from Maureen to Ozzie. The long-haired man with round gold rimmed spectacles gave his arm a reassuring squeeze and smiled down on him.

      Albie cleared his throat, made his voice as soft and small as he could, and leant forward in his chair.

      “It’s…well…The news is about your mum, Mitchell.” Albie slowed and observed the boy’s reaction at the mention of his mother. He sat dead still apart from one hand, which he balled into a fist, and the hypnotic pulse popping at the side of his neck.

      “I’m sad to have to tell you she’s dead. Your mum is dead.”

      Mitchell’s eyes shifted towards Ozzie as he gave his arm another squeeze and silence loomed. Olivia raised her hand as Albie opened his mouth to fill the silence. Instead, a low rumble reached his ears which intensified into the high-pitched sound of a wounded animal. Whether it was relief or sorrow escaping from his damaged body, it was hard to know, but not a tear fell from his eyes.
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      Taking one last glance at herself in the full-length mirror, Josie made a conscious effort to ignore the imperfections she saw staring back at her and smiled as she made her way to the door. She was going to enjoy herself this evening, switch off, and have some fun.

      “Wow! Look at you,” Guy said with an admiring gaze as he appeared in the doorway.

      “Well. Come on then.” She grabbed him by the arm and looked up at him expectantly. “So, where are you taking me?”

      “If I had my way, to heaven and back.” He winked at her, and a boyish grin spread across his face as Josie gave him a playful punch in the arm. “But if you won’t let me take you there, how about The Prince of Wales?”

      It had been a while since she’d been to the Heath. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out for a drink.

      “Sounds perfect.”

      His smile mimicked her own as he spread his fingers, placed his palm in the small of her back, and guided her towards the lifts.

      Josie wiped her sweaty hands with a tissue. The drive had begun in silence. Her mouth was dry, and she found it uncomfortable to swallow. Guy leant across and switched on the radio. The unique vocals of Stevie Nicks filled the car.

      “You loved her voice. Remember?”

      Josie nodded and smiled. “I remember you took the piss when I tried to sing and dance to Fleetwood Mac.”

      “That was only to your face. I used to watch you.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Without you knowing.” Guy kept his face forward and changed gear.

      Josie twisted towards him in her seat. Still he didn’t look her way. “You used to watch me?”

      “You fascinated me. It was like you had me under some kind of spell.” Finally, he glanced her way.

      She giggled and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit creepy. I mean, what was I? A school boy crush or something?”

      “Perhaps…One thing’s for sure, if we’re discussing the past we’re in for one hell of an evening.” With a chuckle, he pulled into a parking spot.

      “Inside or outside? Do you have a preference?”

      Josie took Guy’s outstretched hand as she stepped down from the Land Rover. She scanned a few tables at the far side of the pub garden.

      “Outside. Where we can continue to explore your sick teenage habits.”

      Guy sauntered towards the door and held it open to the sounds of conversation and laughter. The bar was already two deep, and it was still early. Josie nodded towards the gardens.

      “Why don’t I grab a table and leave you to fight your way through the crowds? A vodka and tonic, ice and slice for me please.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He bowed his head before walking through the door.

      “Cheeky sod.” She giggled.

      If her memories were to be believed, she had always laughed and joked with Guy. He’d had a way of encouraging a smile and making her at ease when he was around. Probably because they had been young and carefree. But in contrast, Max, his brother who was only a couple of years older, had always been so serious. To a gullible girl like Josie, it seemed like Max had taken their relationship seriously. It was only in hindsight that she realised he had been desperate to get into her knickers. Fifteen had been too young for what turned out to be an interrupted fumble in an old shed at the end of Max’s parents’ garden.

      Josie’d tried to believe Guy was unaware of the act he’d interrupted; however, after that evening, he’d become more distant with her. No more jokes, no more shared laughter, no more special grins for her alone. It was only two weeks later that Max had dumped her and moved on to Tracey Shell. It was rumoured that she’d give him his every desire which Max realised he’d have to wait a long time for if he stuck with Josie.

      The early evening breeze caressed Josie’s shoulders and birds cheeped in the full green branches of an overhanging tree. Josie waited, facing the pub, and as the door opened, she glimpsed Guy edging his way back through the crowds with a drink in each hand and packets of crisps held tightly between his teeth. He dropped the crisps on the table, and as she looked up into his animated face, she couldn’t help but smile. She bent forward as he leant in as if to hand her the glass of vodka, but instead he took the opportunity to graze her cheek with a kiss.

      “You look beautiful,” he whispered. “Just how I remember you.” Then he sat opposite her and smiled as she felt a blush dust the cheek his lips had just brushed.

      They talked for a while about the lives they’d lived since last seeing each other. By the time the moon lit up the sky in the late evening darkness, Josie felt relaxed from the heat of the alcohol and the warmth of the company. Guy had a way of firing up her senses until she felt drunk on his light-heartedness. The further she lowered her guard, the more she flirted. She fluttered her eyelashes and caressed his arm as she agreed with a comment he made. Her tongue had a will of its own as it traced the shape of her lips. She leaned forward when she spoke, aware that her cleavage was in clear view.

      “Another?” Guy half stood as he slipped his fingers into the rim of three empty glasses and expertly picked them up together.

      Josie unzipped her purse. “Let me get these.”

      Guy placed a hand over hers as she struggled with the zip. “Put your money away…Oh, your hands are freezing.” He put down the glasses and rubbed her hands between his own. “We can go inside if you want.” He gestured towards the pub, picked up the glasses again, and made a move towards the doors.

      Josie gave both arms a brisk rub and draped a cardigan from the back of her chair over her shoulders.

      “I’m not ready to go inside yet. It’s packed in there. We’ll be shouting at each other to be heard.”

      Josie focused on his retreating body, happy to admire his attributes without being seen. It was the first time she’d enjoyed male company this much in years, and she wasn’t ready to burst their intimate bubble yet.

      A chill ran down her spine as the voices from the pub were silenced by the slam of the door. She tensed, slipped her arms into her cardigan, and hugged herself to eradicate the icy tingle of intuition that caressed her body and tightened in her gut. She listened, senses heightened by the sudden silence, but all she could hear was a pulsating thud in her ears which increased to a ridiculous rate. Eyes widened, she glanced around the few people still in the garden huddled in intimate groups paying her no attention. A late autumn chill frolicked with her hair as she sipped her drink and tried to ignore the uneasy feeling that she was not alone. The crack of a twig, the smell of a familiar aftershave, a sudden scuttle in the undergrowth, and a deep heavy breath. Imagined or otherwise, they were enough to tickle the hairs on the back of her neck to standing and overwhelm her with a pure and unsullied fear.

      Grasping her bag in one hand and her glass in the other, Josie ran towards the doors past the groups of huddled people and a couple engrossed in each other. She was oblivious to the vodka and tonic splashing over the side of her glass and soaking her dress as she ran or the dark-haired man who stepped from the shadows, walked calmly towards the gate, and followed her into the crowded bar.

      “Good call,” Guy said as she leaned back against the bar next to him. He studied her pale face and placed a hand on her shaking arm.

      Josie placed a hand on his arm and nodded. “I’m good. Just cold. That’s all.” She looked up, returned his smile, and her whole body relaxed, melting under his gaze. He threw his arm around her shoulder and guided her to a vacated corner table, as they chatted and laughed, the tension and fear dissipated, replaced by a warmth and desire to live fully in the present moment.

      Josie leant against the inside door waiting for the lift and resigned herself to ending the evening alone, much to her annoyance. She’d been surprised at the attraction she’d felt for Guy. Kissing had led to touching as they said their goodnights in the Land Rover. Josie encouraged his familiarity and as she waved at Guy from the balcony, she couldn’t hide the beginnings of a grin. There was much to be said for roaming hands and fingers skimming skin that hadn’t been touched intimately for a while. Guy waved in return, and she watched as he leaned against the side door and lit a cigarette. She sighed. He was as good as his word. I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re safely inside, he’d said when she’d told him he could go and that she was quite capable of getting home from here.

      Josie fiddled in her bag until she untangled the keys from the small zip pocket inside. She stepped towards the door, raised the key, then changed her mind and turned towards the balcony. Guy threw the butt on the floor and scuffed it with the sole of his shoe. An extended shadow raced across the wall at the back of the car park and lunged in Guy’s direction. Josie screamed his name, too late. Guy reached out to open the driver’s door as a bulky figure rammed into his back. Frozen to the spot, Josie grasped the edge of the balcony. She squeezed her eyes tight as Guy slid down the side of the door, out of sight, and the dark figure kicked out again and again. She sifted through the contents of her bag in desperation before her fingers grazed her phone.

      “He’s being attacked…it’s happening…come now.”

      Josie was still on the line when a buried thought wriggled to the surface and drew her attention to the curtained windows opposite.

      She ran up and down the balcony screaming.

      “Fire, fire. Help the flat’s on fire.” She watched the windows in the square light up like a firework display. Front doors opened, and as her neighbours rushed onto the balcony, the figure below made one last lunge at Guy’s slumped body before disappearing into a maze of darkness towards the bowels of Fennick Estate.
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      Drawn to the flashing display, Albie picked up his mobile. Noting the caller, he shook his head and sent the call to voicemail, then had a change of heart. He moved out of earshot of the few people left in the cafeteria and scrolled through his missed calls. Noting that Eva had been trying to contact him since the previous day, he scrolled down his contact list and hit call. He cursed himself for not responding earlier. Apart from his mother and Morgan, she was probably the only person in the world who cared if he lived or died.

      “Finally, Eddie. So you are alive,” said the irate voice at the other end of the phone.

      Smiling to himself, he ran his fingers through his hair and wandered into the corridor towards the fire exit. “Eva. Don’t be so silly. Of course I’m alive, little miss melodramatic.”

      “Don’t be such a dickhead, Eddie. I’ve been worried. Plus I’ve had to calm down your demented girlfriend.”

      Eddie held back a laugh. He’d known Eva since the age of five. When she’d found out his name was Albie Edwards, she insisted on calling him Eddie and it had stuck ever since. She’d shown her loyalty when she pushed a boy flying who was picking on him in the playground. He’d been in awe of her ever since, and as a result knew when it was best to stay quiet.

      “Find it amusing, do you? Well you wouldn’t if you had to answer the door to her every five minutes. I think she suspects I’ve locked you up in the basement against your will.”

      Albie pushed on the door and took a deep breath of polluted air as he stood on the metal steps and looked out on the overspilling industrial bins.

      “Sorry about that, Eva. Didn’t give it a thought that she’d bother you.”

      “No, Eddie. You just didn’t think as always. Anyway, you owe Mack an apology. Lucy’s kept him awake all day yesterday with her ranting and phone calls. Nightshift wasn’t great. He’s collapsed now”

      “I’ll speak to him soon, I promise. I’ll make it up to him.”

      “A bottle of red might help, not a cheap bottle though. Nothing from the corner shop. What did you do to her anyway?”

      Albie watched a rodent shuffling around one of the bins and let out a sigh as a white and ginger flecked cat pounced from the top of the bin onto whatever was rummaging below.

      “Look,” he said, scratching his forehead. “We’ll talk about this later, Eva. I’m busy now.” He turned and made his way back towards the door.

      “When later?” she asked as his finger hovered over ‘End call’ button.”

      “I’ll try to come round later. I’ll text you, alright?” He listened to silence for a few seconds.

      “You’d better, Ed. I mean it. We need to talk.”

      “I will,” he said and then added ‘promise’ for good measure before ending the call.

      Albie felt for the packet of cigarettes he kept in his pocket. He'd given up a few years earlier—except for the victory smoke he indulged in when he’d solved a case. Instead of lighting up he strode back to the table gulped the rest of his lukewarm coffee, then made his way to the incident room. He shook his head at the thought of Eva’s attitude, and a grin spread across his face. He hoped she’d be calmer when they met up. She reminded him of a terrier when she got her teeth into his personal life. It was clear she wasn’t in a hurry to forget this Lucy thing yet. Not until she was certain he’d made the right decision.

      The update was brief. Albie had little to report about his day visit to see Mitchell. He made it clear that he felt the trip had been a complete waste of his time. He’d gone on to reported Mitchell’s response to his mother’s death as bottled emotion and shock. In truth, the blank stare from the boy when he heard the news had disturbed Albie but not as much as the gurgle that escaped his lips before he’d dry heaved and run from the room. At that point, the reality of the attack on Mitchell and his unconditional love for his abusive and drug addled mother had struck a chord. At the time, Albie felt sorry for the boy because his anguish was suffocated by his silence. Now he fought to smother the jealousy he felt that a young boy could feel an unconditional love he’d never experienced himself.

      They’d finally left with Maureen’s promise to make contact if Mitchell communicated anything that could contribute to the ongoing case. Albie wasn’t sure how he’d be able to do so without his tongue, although he trusted Maureen and Ozzie to give him all the support and encouragement he’d need.

      “Tyler Duke’s business associates, however dodgy they originally seemed, were legitimate.” Frank stood and flicked through his notes. “Although, I’ve not dug below the surface yet. His recently acquired the loan and he made repayments promptly up until his death.”

      Albie made a mental note to double check this line of enquiry for his own peace of mind. He knew only too well how some businessmen preferred to work.

      “And the door to door?”

      Rachel Fawn cleared her throat, “Door to door questioning turned up nothing new, Marm.” She fiddled with the cuff of her jacket while watching a sour smirk form on the DI’s face.

      The weight of negativity which hung over the incident room crushed her with each piece of added feedback.

      “There is one thing, Marm.”

      DI Masters had begun to gather scattered paperwork together.  “It had better be good, Watts.” She slipped the paperwork into a file and gathered it to her chest, then nodded for her to continue.

      “It may not be connected, but I’ve just received a report of an attack on a male in the early hours of this morning. The victim was found by the lift where Mitchell was dumped.”

      “Go on,” DI Masters urged.

      “Well there isn’t much more information. The man was taken to QE hospital with a head injury and a few broken ribs. Took a bit of a beating.”

      “DS Edwards? Did you get all of that?”

      “Yes, Marm.”

      “Well, off you go. Find out what happened, and take PC Watts with you.”

      She added the file to the others in her briefcase. “She has a sympathetic nature. Definitely a people person, you could learn a lot from her,” she added. With a hidden splash of a sarcasm in her voice and a wink for PC Watts, she headed for the door.

      Slamming the car door, Albie shielded his eyes from the early morning sun.

      “Watts,” he said, catching Tanya’s attention over the roof of the car. “Seeing as you are apparently such a ’sympathetic people person,’ you can make a start.” She laughed at his smirk, flung her bag over her shoulder, and turned her back on him as he shook his phone at her retreating back. “Got a few calls to make. Be with you soon.”

      “Evie, why is it you’re pissed at me when I don’t pick up, but I’m expected to leave a voicemail?” He gritted his teeth. It had always been one rule for him, yet she didn’t have to live by any rules. “Anyway, see you at one. Lunch. I’m buying. Meet in the usual place in Greenwich. If you want to talk, you’d better be there.”

      Ending the call, Albie scanned the hospital forecourt. To Albie, the building was a manifestation of his deepest fears. He shuffled and bounced from one foot to the other in preparation to hustle his way through the stream of people jockeying to and fro from the insides of a skeletal frame of the concrete monster. A monster that sucked in any human life it could then spits out its shell. He hated hospitals, and he was yet to come across anyone who exited the same person they had been when they first entered. Even in his capacity as an investigating officer, he could feel the drain on his positive energy. Although, Watts would point out that it was energy he probably lacked even before he walked through the hospital doors.  It was in the lift that he realised it was his second visit to this place in a week. Not a great sign for him or his colleagues.

      Lights dazzled off the newly painted walls of the side room and enhanced the feel of the sterile surroundings.

      “DS Edwards,” Albie said, nodding to the man in the bed. He slipped his warrant card into his inside pocket and waited while the nurse helped the man sit forward and puffed his pillow. He leaned back again with his brow furrowed, and gasped as he clutched his ribs. A crepe bandage wrapped around the man’s head emphasised his swollen, discoloured eyes.

      Albie pulled up a chair. The patient was of muscular build, but he did not have a body builder's proportions. He filled the bed and at a guess was above average height. If Albie had to estimate, he’d say about 6’ 4”, 6’ 5”. Not an easy man to knock out. Although, in a surprise attack he could have been caught off-guard.

      “How you holding up?” Albie asked, plastering what he hoped was a friendly grin on his face.

      “How’d ya think?”

      Albie raised his palms before he spoke and stopped smiling.

      “Okay. I probably deserved that, considering. Let’s try again, shall we?” He hesitated, but the patient continued to stare. “I know you’ve already answered my colleagues’ questions, and I have it on good authority that her bedside manner beats mine hands down.”

      Guy studied him with a poker face before nodding in agreement.

      “I have a few more questions for you. It may help. What do you say?”

      After a long pause, Guy let out a sigh. “Okay. Look, sorry about…before. Hate these places. I just wanna get out of here.”

      “You and me both.” Albie fiddled in his pocket for paper and a pen. Instead, he made do with the back of an old rota and a pencil that was too small to stick behind his ear. “Right, shall we get on with this?”

      “I just want you to catch the bastard, but I can’t remember anything significant really.”

      “Look, Mr Pearce, we’re all after the same outcome. How about we go over a couple of things then call it a day?” Not waiting for an answer, Albie continued. “What can you remember? Talk me through what happened.”

      “It’s not going to do any good. I didn’t get a look at him. Got hit from behind.”

      “You said ‘he’. How do you know it was a man?”

      Guy pinched the bed sheet between his finger. “Well. He hit me hard.” He raised his hand to the side of his head.

      “So he came from the back but hit you side on?”

      He nodded. “And I saw his foot. It was too large to be a woman’s.”

      “You saw his foot,” he repeated, jotting a scrawl of notes he would probably have trouble deciphering later. “And footwear? What type of footwear did you see?”

      “Trainers. White. Cheap I think.”

      “Logo?”

      “Not that I noticed. But they were grubby though.”

      Albie nodded. “What were you hit with? Any ideas?”

      Guy shrugged and winced. “Whatever it was, it was shiny and bloody heavy.” Guy scrunched his eyes, and Albie watched in fascination as the bulge at the side of his head appeared to pulsate under the bandages.

      “Look, I’ve told you all a know. My heads pounding, I’ve had enough.”

      Flipping his notebook shut, Albie stood.

      “I’ll leave you to rest. Thanks for your help. Listen, do you need the nurse or anything?”

      He spoke to Guy’s shaking hands before focusing on his pale face. But Guy’s eyes flickered and closed as if he was no longer in the room.

      The corridor was busy, and there was a buzz of energy on the wards. Nurses were between the station and patients, and there were groups of white-coated trainees hooked on every word of the consultants who sashayed from bed to bed, diligently examining the clipboard of notes hung over the end of each bed.

      Albie scanned the corridor for Tanya. He wished he’d paid more attention to what she was wearing. At the far end, near the quaint waiting room where sometimes unbearable news was given to families of loved ones, he spotted her, shoulders hunched in an effort to diminish the difference in height between her and the petite blond who had her full attention.

      With focus, the light over the woman’s head formed a halo. As Albie’s eyes adjusted, recognition struck and he strode towards the light.

      Tanya raised her head as he approached, “Just prevented Ms Jeffries here from entering Mr Pearce’s room. Sarge.”

      With a trace of a smile, Albie pushed his hands into his trouser pockets and leaned against the wall. “Why are you here, Ms Jeffries?”

      Josie lifted her head and took her time.

      “It’s not a trick question. How do you know Mr Pearce?”

      He watched her closely. She drew in a breath, pulled herself to her full five feet in height, and locked his stare with her own.

      “It’s none of your business what I do or why I’m here.”

      Albie took a step closer, and Josie held her ground, hands on hips and a defiant smirk on her face.

      “I’ll ask you one last time. Why are you visiting a victim of a violent attack? Now you can either cooperate by giving me an answer now, or I can question you at the station, which may just happen anyway. You are a living breathing link between two murder victims and two victims of attacks. So I suggest you start talking.”

      Josie took a step back and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. She fumbled with a well-used tissue and pointed to Tanya.

      “I want to talk to her.” she said already sidestepping in Tanya’s direction.

      “It’s okay, boss. I’ve got this.” Tanya nodded in the general direction of the waiting room. “I think there’s someone else that needs your immediate attention.”

      Just past Tanya the waiting room door was ajar, and through it he spotted a familiar jacket. He moved with the speed of a panther and grabbed Olivia by the wrist.

      “Unbelievable.” He yanked her to standing and ushered her from the room.

      “Stay with her.” He gestured at Josie. “I’ll see you back at the station.”

      The top of her arm was easy to grip through thin layers of clothes, and she wasn’t difficult to manoeuvre until she started struggling and tried to wriggle free. Heat crept up his cheeks from under the tight collar of his shirt, but he continued to frogmarch her in the direction of the lifts, regardless of the stares.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Olivia yanked her arm away in an attempt to be free of his grip. “Let go of me, Eddie. Do you want me to make a scene?” she said, meeting a wall of silence and a forceful encouragement to enter the empty lift.

      Albie remained tight lipped throughout their descent and only loosened his grip once they reached the foyer. He pushed her though the crowds and out into the air. Breathing deeply, he turned to face her, cupped her shoulders with his large hands, and forced her to sit down onto the bench directly behind. He sat, draped his arm over her shoulder, and, keeping her in a vice-like grip, he smiled at her though gritted teeth. To the folk who weaved in and out of the hospital, they resembled lovers comforting one another after being brought bad news.

      “What are you playing at, Liv? Why the hell are you here? And don’t tell me it’s because of Josie Jeffries.” His questions dangled between them for a while.

      Olivia picked at her nail varnish.

      “Yes. I’m here with Josie.” She made eye contact for a second before once more lowering her gaze. She wriggled her shoulders and raised them slightly to loosen his grasp. “I’m not breaking any law. Am I?”

      He squeezed her shoulder and inched her closer. “Don’t play games, Liv. Next you’ll be telling me how you and Josie are drinking buddies.”

      “Josie needed support, alright. I came with her as a friend.”

      Albie studied her face for a clue that she was provoking him for a reaction, but defiance was all he found.

      “I can’t believe you. Haven’t you learned anything from before? Just for one minute, think about your actions. Whose case worker are you? Think.”

      “Are you demented?” She leaned away from him and laughed. “I’ve learned lessons, alright, and I’ll never make the same mistakes again.” She pushed into his ribs with her elbow and escaped from his grasp. She stood and backed away. Albie leaned back and watched her retreat.

      Olivia tapped the face of her watch. “I’m not working. It’s my lunch hour. And the only time I’ve been stabbed in the back was by you. So I’ll not make that mistake again.”

      Albie chastised himself for his reaction as he watched her mingled with the hospital visitors and disappear back into the building. She was right. He was the dick who’d nearly ruined her life. She’d trusted him, and he’d used her to save his own career. Would he do the same again? To protect his reputation as a copper, he wouldn’t think twice.

      “Shit.” A little old lady tutted as he jumped to his feet and made for the car. It was lunchtime. All he needed was an ear-bashing from Eva on tardiness.
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      The steep hill from the observatory remained just as it was when they played there as kids. Captain Wolfe’s statue stood just behind him, surveying the whole area, its steps a concrete climbing frame for young children. Around the base of the statue stood parents negotiating their kids back onto the path again with promises of ice cream and boat rides on the lake.

      Albie checked his watch. Already fifteen minutes late, he began his clumsy descent down the hill rather than walk down the pathways like the other adults. As children, he and his friends had laid on the grass and rolled down to the bottom of the slope. The last one to the bottom had to complete a task for the others before the day ended. If Eva won, she’d insist he was a servant for the rest of the afternoon. If he won, Eva had a tantrum, concluded that he was a cheat, and threatened to go home if he didn’t race once more without cheating. He smiled as his heal caught on a solid mound and he stumbled, raising his hands until gaining his balance.

      Coming to a halt, Albie scanned the grassed area in front of the lake. A short queue waited in anticipation as they watched revellers on the boats they would soon board. They chatted, laughing and pointing at the antics of the ducks on the water. Scattered picnic blankets were sprawled across green and brown patchy grass like square reserved signs, each filled with baskets of treats and surrounded by families relaxing and absorbing the atmosphere of an early autumn day.

      Phone in hand, resigned to the fact she’d not bothered to wait, he prepared for the joint crunching trudge back to the car, he looked round for the nearest path. A man dressed from head to toe in denim with a large portfolio case over his shoulder stepped to the right and outstretched his hand in a formal greeting to a tweed-clad woman wearing the heels of a thirty-year-old and a bun of a fifty-year-old. The whole image was finished with glasses swinging from a chain round her neck over a patterned shear scarf.

      Behind the pair was a figure who was engrossed in rooting through an oversized beige handbag. She lifted her head and looked at her watch. With a deflated demeanour, she hunched her shoulders and made for the park gates.

      “Eva.” He waved his arms in the air and followed her at a jog. “Wait. Eva, over here.”

      As he approached the picnickers, he strategically sidestepped the majority of blankets and only had to shout apologies to one family for surprising their son to the point of tears. He weaved his way around the denim and tweed pair who were speaking in whispers as they wandered towards a park bench.

      He shouted her name through thick breaths one last time and came to a halt as she stopped abruptly. She spun round and charged at him with a mixture of pent-up anger and relief on her determined face that he’d seen so many times.

      Unsure of which part of his body he should protect, Albie decided his best move was to show love. He opened his arms to her and grinned. “Nearly missed each other. Shocker.” He’d made the wrong decision, but realised too late as she slapped him full force on his upper arm.

      “You bloody wally. Where the hell have you been? One o’clock you said.” She stood on tiptoes, shoved her watch as close to his face as she could from her five foot stance, and beat an agitated finger on the glass face.

      “Love you too, Eva.” He laughed and wrapped her in an all-consuming embrace before pulling her to his chest and tackling her to the ground.

      “Get off me, you idiot. I’m bloody fuming at you, and acting like a silly bugger won’t distract me.” She slapped his shoulder repeatedly until he stood. Shaking his head, he bent towards her. He waited while she brushed grass from her jeans, then raised his hands in a truce.“Why were you late anyway?”

      “Let’s discuss this over lunch, shall we? It’s difficult to think on an empty stomach. Anyway, where are my favourite god children?”

      Eva heaved her bag over her shoulder and followed him towards the gates.

      “At your mum’s. There’re things I want to discuss that are too delicate for their innocent ears. You’re not going to shake me off that easily. But you’re right, first we need to eat.”

      She caught up with his pace, leaned into him, linked her little finger with his, and followed his lead.

      Leaving the bright sunshine and entering the dim interior of the pub blinded both of them for a few seconds, and Albie had to feel his way to an empty table in the corner near the unoccupied dart board. Silence met Albie as he delivered the drinks to the table. He took a long swig and cursed as excess beer dripped from the glass down his trousers. He wiped his chin, gave his trousers a haphazard dab, and took another swig before he felt he’d quenched his thirst.

      “Food should be about ten minutes.” He fiddled with a beer map and waited until she’d checked her phone and slipped it back into her bag. What she carried in the atrocity of a bag bugged him at times, but never enough to ask. “So, what’s up, Eva?”

      She frowned and put down her own glass.

      “I should be asking you, Ed. Your nutty girlfriend, who by the way denies being your ex, is stalking us.”

      Albie laughed and choked on a mouthful of beer. He could feel the gas bubble up in his nostrils.

      “Don’t be stupid.”

      “I’m glad you find this amusing.” She gritted her teeth, and her cheeks reddened. “She’s watching the house, bothering Mack, and following me everywhere. That’s why the kids are at your mum’s. I’ve been trying to give Lucy the slip, but it’s difficult to be invisible with two kids in tow. If you know what I mean?” Eva stopped talking and moved back to accommodate the waitress as she served the food. She laid a napkin across her lap, cut open the pastry, pierced a sauce-covered chunk of chicken, and ate.

      Albie stared at the fish and chips he’d ordered and wished he’d chosen Eva’s meal. It was always the same—whatever he ordered, other people’s always looked tastier. His mind wandered to Lucy. Her attitude was completely out of character. She’d always been independent, had her own friends and essentially a life of her own. Albie had always been so careful to keep personal life and work life in separate compartments. This was different, he wasn’t going to let his best friends feel threatened because of his relationships.

      “Listen.” Albie leaned closer to Eva and nudged her arm. “I’ll have a word with Lucy. You’re right, she’s acting weird.”

      Eva nodded and laid her fork on the plate.

      “It’s unsettling. You know, being watched. I can’t really explain. It’s a feeling. A presence. You turn. There’s no one."

      Albie cupped her hand with his, “It’ll be okay, Eva. I’ll sort it. Promise.”

      She slipped her hand from his and giggled.

      “Well, she’s not the first wacky girlfriend you’ve had, and no doubt there’ll be more.”

      “Talking about past girlfriends.”

      Eva raised her hand.

      “You don’t have to say anything. Mack mentioned she’s a caseworker for that poor kid who was attacked”

      Albie nodded. Mack was a prosecution lawyer, often in and out of the station. At times, Albie felt that Mack was more up on the cases than him and his team. Nothing slipped past Mack.

      “What. So no wisdom you feel you just have to share?”

      Eva pushed her plate away and wiped her mouth and fingers with the napkin.

      “Not eating the pie?”

      She shrugged. “Go ahead. Look. Just, well…just don’t get involved. She’s no good for you.”

      Albie swallowed a mouthful of pie and shoved some money across the table.

      “I’ll have another pint.”

      Eva stood and picked up the coins one at a time.

      “Listen, you know what I think about your dad, but that was the first time ever that I was glad he’d not been knocked down by a bus. You might have been pissed off by his intervention at the time. Whatever you care to believe, he saved your career and probably your life.”

      He raised his face to hers, dipped a chip into tomato sauce, and ate it in one mouthful.

      “And whatever you think did or didn’t happen at that murder trial, it was my evidence during cross examination that sacrificed Olivia Devine. She took the fallout because of my statement.”

      Eva placed her empty hand on his arm.

      “I’m getting those drinks, and by the time I get back to this table I expect your guilt trip to be forgotten and helpful conversation to be back on the agenda.”

      He scowled at her too late. She already had her back to him. Albie recognised her need to support him. It had been her mission ever since they’d first met in the playground all those years earlier. In other circumstances, he wouldn’t have been so bothered by Eva’s interference. He supposed Olivia’s reluctant return, these last few days, had dug away at doubts and guilt he’d buried years before. And it had him questioning his lack of morals. In truth, the quickening of his pulse and throb in his stomach each time they met was more likely caused by fear—an adrenaline rush urging him to run from her and every seed of guilt she represented in his own mind.

      “Here.” Eva handed him his pint and tipped the coins from her hand onto the wet ring on the table. “My round. Anyway, I wasn’t going to stand there counting pennies out on the bar. You do that every time. I’m sure it’s your way of getting me to buy.”

      Albie lifted his drink to her glass. “Cheers mate, I’ll have to try something else next time.”

      They both grinned.

      “So, just to summarise. You’ll contact Lucy and ask her to stop with the stalking. You’ll stay away from Olivia and stop with the guilt trip. If the occasion suits, perhaps you can send Freddie a thank you card—only joking.” She said as his face soured.

      “Don’t joke about Freddie, Eva. You know better than that. Anyway, you may be closer to the truth than you know. I may have to pay him a visit in the near future.”

      Eva’s smile snagged on one side of her mouth. “Now you’re joking, right.”

      Albie shook his head. “If only. His name’s cropped up with this business loan of one of the murder victims. Not the person lending the money. A business associate. The money lender is accountable to Freddie. I think so anyway. They’re still making tentative links.”

      “Tell me when and I’ll go with you. He’ll be on his best behaviour if I keep you company.”

      “It’s not happening. This is work. You can’t be involved. Stop giving me that look. Look you’ve enough to do keeping Lucy off your back at the moment. Can you imagine leading her to Freddie? It would be like enticing her into a psychopath’s den.”

      Eva laughed. “That’s the first sensible suggestion you’ve had today. It’s one way of eliminating my stalker and feeding your sick father’s violent tendencies all in one hit.”

      “Yes, I can see the press reports now. ‘Detective Sergeant’s stalker girlfriend taught a lesson by his secret gangster father.’ Now that would sell a few papers and definitely be the end of my career.”

      He drained the rest of his pint and stuck out his elbow. Eva hooked her arm through and they made for the door and out into the fading sunshine.
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      Reggie fumbled in his pocket for his door key as he strode along the balcony. He’d unintentionally worked through his lunch break, overwhelmed with the clearance of one of the empty homes in preparation for new tenants. He’d flinched at the number of used needles and condoms that had decorated the rooms. It happened every time a family moved out—the parasites found a new base. It didn’t matter how vigilant he was with locks and metal window grates; they always found a way to slither into the properties and trash them within weeks.

      His stomach growled as he turned the key in the lock and leant against the door. He was met by resistance from the clank of the chain lock. With a sudden feeling of ill ease, Reggie stepped back, lifted his hand to shield his eyes, and tried to focus on an upstairs window. He squinted against the glare of the sunshine on the windows that distorted his vision. He put his ear to the open letter box and listened. Silence. Balling his fist, he hammered on the door repeatedly. Sweat began to bead on his forehead.

      “Nick. Open the door.” His voice echoed into the emptiness. He called one last time before ramming his shoulder into the door. Wiping his forehead and circling his shoulder, he moved back until he felt the balcony against his back. Reggie breathed deeply, took a short run up, and hurled himself at the door, this time dislodging the chain. The momentum sent him hurtling through the hall, colliding with the staircase. He ended up spreadeagled on the carpeted floor. Slumping against the kitchen door, he lifted his hand and tentatively probed the back of his head. He flinched and withdrew his hand, examining his fingers, half expecting to see them coated in blood. Realising any damage was minor, despite the pain, he staggered to his feet and grabbed the bannister for support as he pulled himself from one stair to the next.

      The barely audible sound of his son’s name escaped his lips as he reached the landing. The thrumming in his chest quickened at the memory of finding his son unconscious with jagged congealed wounds on his wrists only months before. The hospital had assured him at the time that the wounds were superficial and a cry for help rather than a serious attempt to take his own life. Reggie was not so sure. After all, what did they know about Nick or the horrors he’d had to face over the years?

      Reggie tapped lightly on the bedroom door. “Nick. It’s Dad. Can I come in?” Without waiting for an invitation, he pushed down on the handle and edged the door open in increments. Hands extended, Reggie felt the air as he took cautious steps forwards as his eyes adjusted to the unnaturally dark surroundings. No sunlight intruded through the blackout blinds Nick had installed when he first returned home and worked the twilight shift at a local loading bay. He‘d become increasingly difficult when his routine was upended and, even worse, unable to adjust his sleeping habits. The only light in the room was the dim motion which escaped Nick’s laptop. The light slipped silently over Nick’s still body in a soothing caress. On closer inspection, he was relieved to see his son was sleeping peacefully.

      As he bent to cover Nick with a throw from the bed, he was distracted by the dancing screen. He pulled his glasses from his jacket pocket and balanced them on the rim of his nose. The image came into focus, and hairs stood up on the back of his neck. He lowered the lid and scanned the room. The intrusiveness of his actions perplex him and he was uncertain of what he’d witnessed.

      Reggie rose to his feet. He scanned the room and noticed Nick had assembled the telescope he’d dismantled when he’d left for the city. Nick’s face had shone with excitement, and the hobby of star gazing had become a reality. He trod carefully, not wanting to disturb Nick but unable to resist a peek. He bent low and manoeuvred the blind to encompass the telescope. Rather than angled towards the sky, the instrument was directed across the estate. Reggie hunched over the telescope. One hand held it steady, and he pressed the other on the windowsill. The trajectory of the telescope drew his eye to a front upstairs window. Reggie froze in that position, his thoughts in a whirl. His hand dropped to his side, and he inched out from under the blind. As he closed the bedroom door and retraced his steps, he attempted to make sense of what he’d seen, but his mind refused to cooperate. Nick was alive and able to sleep. This was a bonus. Everything else would have a simple explanation.
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      “Is he here?” Albie pushed his warrant card inches from the face of a smartly dressed stocky man.” The man swatted the card away like an annoying fly. He stared straight ahead and smirked.

      “What brings you here, Eddie?”

      “Not your business,” he mumbled as he pushed past and entered a long dingy corridor. The claustrophobic decor did nothing to slow his stride. A black arched cavern with stencilled gold spider’s webs overhung a matted blood-red carpet. The rapid beat of his heart increased, and he raised his hand as it contracted above his rib cage. Loosening his tie with one hand, he inhaled, lifted his other hand, and rapped on a large oak door.

      Albie stared at the man blocking the doorway. He thrust his warrant card in his face and snapped it shut as he forced his foot and shoulder into the door. With one barge, he was in the room. A strong arm tightened around his neck from behind, and the glint of metal caught the corner of his eye. He reluctantly raised both hands in defeat.

      “Eddie. It’s good to see you after all this time.” A spray of saliva slid down his cheek, while the hiss of words vibrated in his ear.

      “Okay, Dominic, you’ve had your fun. Be nice to your brother.” Albie felt the hold on his arm loosen. He squirmed from his brother’s grip and pulled away from his sweaty body. Wiping spit from his face, he turned towards the familiar voice from the other side of the room. He approached a solid oak desk and was drawn to its intricate carvings and bulbous legs that epitomised the luxurious grandeur of his surroundings. A complete contrast to the rest of the building.

      Flanked by two men, Albie focused on the figure lounging in a plush high-backed leather chair, cigar in hand, a glimmer in his eye, and an amused grin etched on his face. Instinctively, Albie lowered his gaze from a sickening reality he couldn’t deny. His connection with the man on the opposite side of the desk was obvious and gut wrenching. Even an idiot would see the resemblance between them. All Albie could see was an image of himself in twenty years’ time. In truth, he believed that similarity in appearance was the only common factor the two shared, but each time he made a visit to his lair, he spotted another likeness. Still to him, the unbearable fact that Freddie Hurst was his biological father was insignificant.

      “Call off your henchmen, Freddie.” Albie said, attempting to release his wrists from their grip.

      The men acknowledged the slight nod of Freddie’s head and loosed their hold, then backed into the alcoves at the far end of the room. Freddie pointed to the chair opposite and then gestured for Albie to be seated. In response, he leant forward, placed his hands on the back of the chair, and stared.

      “It’s good to see you, son. Sit down will you. It’s only polite if there’s something you want to discuss. I’ve not got time for your childish hierarchal games.”

      Freddie lowered his head, picked up his pen, and began to sign papers. Albie watched the top of his father’s head before taking a seat. This was a small battle to lose. Freddie used the pen once more, placed it on the paperwork, steepled his fingers, and only then gave his attention to his son.

      “Sorry about the welcome party, but what the hell do you expect when you announce your entry by shoving a warrant card in everyone’s face. You’re my son. That’s all you needed to say to avoid the rough welcome.” He shifted in his chair and dipped the end of a cigar in the flame of an engraved pipe lighter.

      “How long’s it been? Four…Five years since your last visit.” He turned to his left and blew out a haze of wispy grey smoke. A rasp of a cough rumbled from deep within his lungs, raw and persistent.

      Ignoring his insinuations and waiting for the cough to subside, Albie studied the man he’d worshiped in his childhood, resented in his teens, and demonised whenever they came face to face. Anger bubbled under the surface of his calm exterior. His fingers itched and hands clenched. If it wasn’t for his career, he’d lunge across the table and end the old man now. Erase him from his life and the lives of those he loved.

      “This isn’t a poxy social. Believe me, it’s the last place I want to be. I’m investigating a murder and, surprise, surprise, whose name floated to the top of the pile like the layer of scum in a stagnant pond?”

      Freddie nodded and grinned. “I see. Have you just come to bollock your old man?   Or is something on your mind?”

      “Basically I need to know if you’re involved and to what extent.” Albie leant forward, elbows on the desk, and fingers steepled.

      “Right.” Freddie smirked at the man in front of him and examined his face for telltale signs of emotion. Seeing not an iota, he continued. “So you decided to make the journey rather than send your minions. Still protecting your hidden secret? Don’t want to be tainted by association, do you? God forbid your bosses uncovered the truth ‘bout your patronage.”

      “Tyler Duke.” Albie slid a photograph of the man on his wedding day across the desk. “Ring any bells?” he asked without taking his eyes off the man opposite. “He recently borrowed money from an associate of yours. Wanted to open a small chain of restaurants.” Freddie’s nonchalant glance showed no surprise before the photo was shoved back in his direction without comment. “Well? Any recollection?

      Freddie shrugged. “Could be anyone. These kids all look the same to me.” He waved the photo away from his face as Albie tried to show him again. Freddie’s smirk was replaced by a grimace as he tried to control the onset of another coughing fit.

      “What about the name Tyler Duke, Freddie? Is he on your hit list?”

      “Look, Eddie. I’ve heard the name, but not for the reasons you’re suggesting.” Freddie leant closer and lowered his voice. “He called me. Wanted me to do away with his missus.”

      “Go on.”

      “She’d been against him seeing his kid.”

      Albie inched forward and slid a buff envelope across the table.

      “Well, you’ve lost a client. Take a look at this.”

      Freddie took his time. “Interesting.” With a slow shake of the head, Freddie waved the photo between them. “This isn’t a hit, son. It’s sloppy. Looks like the work of some sick bastard to me. Is that something carved into his gut?” He squinted and examined the markings. Albie grabbed it from his hand, slid it back into the envelope, and slipped it into his inside jacket pocket. The last thing he needed was Freddie to get any more warped ideas.

      “So it wasn’t one of your goons acting under your orders then?” That’s all I need to know.” He pushed the chair from the desk, stood, and made his way to the door.

      “I remember now, son. It’s been six years since we last met.” Freddie stood, walked around the desk, and perched one buttock on the polished surface. Albie’s hand slipped from the doorknob, his muscles tensed, and his jaw locked as Freddie continued. “Yes six years. If I remember rightly, you wanted a favour then as well. Both you and that pretty little social worker.” Albie clenched his fists and turned to face him. “Now, what was her name? Carla…Fiona…No, Olivia, that was it. Miss Devine, classic.”  A faint smile played on his lips as the space between them pumped with tension. “Little Miss Catastrophe she should have been called. Yes, you needed me then to cover your tracks, didn’t you? Remember I offered to do more than make her suffer? The offer’s still there. Seems like I’ve got room on my kill list now Mr. Duke’s no longer with us.”

      Albie launch a punch from nowhere, Freddie leant back and escaped with just a scrape before his henchmen joined the ruckus. One on either side, Albie was marched through the door spitting blood. “You don’t have to make a decision today. I’ll wait for your call. Look after yourself, son.”

      He stormed out of the corridor, followed by Freddie’s guttural laugh and the echo of his rasping cough rattling in his head. He made for the street and sprinted around the corner out of view. Humid air hung dense in the hazy late afternoon hazy sunshine without a cool breeze to hurry away the cloud. Bending forwards, Albie clenched his knees and breathed deeply. He brushed beads of sweat from his forehead and congratulated himself for extinguishing the molten anger that bubbled in the pit of his stomach.

      Soft circular movements of his fingers eased the dull ache that throbbed behind his temple. Images played through his mind in glorious cinematic colour. It was a miracle he’d suppressed them for so long. The timing of Olivia’s reappearance wasn’t great. The feelings he’d once had for her had been temporary, he knew that now. All he had to rationalise and control was the intense aftermath of guilt. Only that rattled his conscience and needed to be addressed.

      Freddie, however, had a different agenda. Dark, dangerous, and capable of all kinds of damage and destruction, he’d shown his hand. Yet another reason why his father’s legacy was corruption at best and death at worst.
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      Chloe squeezed her hand through the cool metal letter box and tried to ignore the scrape of a knife-sharp edge as it chafed her palm. She snagged flaking paint under her nails as she felt blindly and flayed her fingers before her hand grazed the dangling string that was attached to with the front door key. Surrounded by shopping bags, she knelt on one knee, angled her shoulders, and cricked her neck so as to manoeuvre the key through the letterbox and into the lock.

      Why would anyone make themselves such an easy target? She couldn’t fathom Elsie’s thinking. It was either a custom passed down from the last generation, when, if her nan was to be believed, ‘You could leave your front doors open. You never had to worry about nutters like you do now.’ Although, Chloe had always thought that was far fetched, and her nan was a bit doolally by then anyway. When had life ever been that safe?  Sadly, Chloe knew the reason for Elsie’s lack of security was likely laziness. Why get up and walk to the door if everyone who visits knows they have access to Elsie’s home? Chloe sighed. She’d have to broach the subject before word got round. Charlie wouldn’t be shy about barging his way in and terrorising Elsie in her own home. She untied the string, slipped the key into the back pocket of her jeans, and pushed the door shut.

      “Elsie. It’s only me…Chloe. I’ve brought your shopping.” Poking her head around the door, she scanned the empty room and headed for the kitchen.

      “I’m in here, Chloe.”

      Chloe yanked the sliding door along its runners and cursed as it jammed part way. She kicked the bottom of the door into alignment and edged it along a few more inches, just enough to turn side on and squeeze through with the shopping bags.

      “Bloody door. You should get a proper one, one that opens.” She emptied the contents of the bag onto the worktops. “Want me to put away?” She asked, opening cupboards and stacking the shelves before receiving a reply.

      “You could put the kettle on as well, love, while you’re at it.” Elsie glanced at her for a second before focusing on the world through the kitchen window. Carrying two mugs of tea, Chloe slipped a packet of Jaffa cakes under her arm. Elsie took the mug and cracked open the biscuits without breaking her view.

      Chloe sat at the table, sipped her tea, and nibbled the chocolate from around the edge of the sponge, trying not to touch the orange centre. She studied the ungainly woman next to her and traced the outline of her heavy profile with her gaze. She considered what qualities Elsie possessed that made her feel comfortable with such a despised outcast on the estate. It didn’t take her long to conclude that at the heart of Elsie there was kindness. It didn’t radiate from her, and it wasn’t given freely, but nonetheless, it was there under the surface. Just like Chloe’s own grandmother—the only person who’d ever truly cared.

      She watched Elsie, engrossed in the activity in the square as if it were the latest box office hit showing at the local cinema. She felt a smidgen of sadness for the woman and her non-existent life.

      “What’s so interesting, Elsie?” Elsie didn’t respond until Chloe leant across and tentatively tapped her shoulder. “Whatever it is, it’s caught your attention.”

      “It’s the caretaker.” She pointed towards the left of the window. “He’s just broke into his own home, rammed into the front door, he did. Must’ve been panicking about something, I mean…Why would you do that?” Elsie gestured towards the maisonette and glanced briefly at Chloe to make sure she was paying attention. “Look, the doors still open.”

      Chloe followed the direction of Elsie’s finger and squinted. There was nothing to see. Just an open front door.

      Elsie grabbed Chloe’s wrist. With a slight bounce in her chair and her face lit up with a grin, she continued. “He’s been spending most of his time in and around those boarded flats opposite, you know.”

      “So.” Chloe laughed and wriggled her wrist loose from Elsie’s fleshy hand. “That’s his job, ain’t it? You’d be moaning if he wasn’t doing his job right, wouldn’t you?

      Chloe finished the dregs of her tea, grimaced, and rose from her chair.

      “I’m going, Elsie. Don’t know what kind of kick you get out of watching other people’s lives. But that’s up to you. It’s not for me. I wanna live my own life.”

      Bulky fingers gripped her arm.

      “But you don’t understand, Chloe. He’s creeping around there day and night.”

      Shrugging her arm free, she swung her bag over her shoulder and struggled with the door.

      “I’d love to hang around for a chat, but I’ve places to go.” Elsie turned away but not before Chloe noticed her watery eyes. She softened her voice. “I’ve put your food away and the change is in your purse. I’ll be back to see you tomorrow, Elsie. Just ring if you need me.” She tapped the pocket in her bag that held her phone. As she squeezed her way through the gap, she yelled, “And get this poxy door fixed.”

      “Wait.”

      Chloe poked her head around the doorframe as Elsie shifted awkwardly in her seat. Chloe’s hand was wrapped around a five pound note she’d kept that was scrunched in her pocket. Just a gift she’d helped herself to for her time and inconvenience.

      “I see all sorts going on outside those flats. People coming and going, hanging around. Some proper dubious looking characters. You know some of them, I think.” Drawn back to the window, she waved a hand in Chloe’s general direction. “Look after yourself, Chloe, and be careful who you trust.”

      “I’ll knock tomorrow, Elsie. Just to make sure you’re okay.” Chloe shook her head and tutted aloud at Elsie’s advice. She’d lived on the Fennick Estate all her life and never in all of those fifteen years had she trusted anyone, not that she could remember anyway. The only way to survive the estate was to leave. She pulled out the five pound note and kissed the scrunched paper. This was not the first time Elsie had unknowingly donated to the Chloe Reynolds’s escape fund, and she was truly grateful for her support. Chloe slipped the money into her purse and slammed the front door. Shoulders hunched, she turned into the wind and gripped her collar tightly, her effort fruitless as she shuffled along the balcony. She shoved her hands into her pockets and kept her head bowed against the intermittent gusts of wind which whipped strands of hair against her cheeks like a sharp slap from a cat-o-nine-tails. She was still a number of strides away from the dented door when she wrapped her arms around her chest. She shivered in response as the weak rays from the early evening sun disappeared behind a cluster of grey clouds, the centre black like the dilated pupil of a giant’s eye. She rubbed her arms against the flesh bumps as they crept over her skin and cursed at her irrational reaction. It was only a front door. It was as if Elsie’s overactive imagination was chicken pox, a contagious illness passed on through her suspicions and anxieties. The door, still wide open, swayed in the wind on rusted hinges. The closer the door, the more difficult it was to walk. A few steps away, blocks of concrete replaced her feet, and she had no choice but to stop and press her back into the balcony for support. The rough brick grazed her palms as she edged her way past the open doorway. Blinded momentarily by the reappearance of the sun, Chloe shielded her eyes and caught a slight movement in an upstairs window. At second glance, she thought her eyes had deceived her, and she reproached herself for reacting like an actress in a second rate horror film.

      A distant memory of her mother grasping her hand and marching her past the caretaker’s house when she was younger seeped into her mind. It was not fully formed, more the feeling of anger and even fear and vague impressions her mother shouting at a man about the death of her friend, being taken inside by her sister, and the shouting continuing until the policeman came and took her mum away. Fabrication perhaps? A distorted memory even? Either way, she didn’t want to hang about near the caretaker’s house longer than necessary. Panic bubbling, Chloe found her footing and tried to shake the feeling of being watched as she continued to her home with a skip to her walk.

      Once inside the safety of her own home, Chloe slid down the slammed door to the floor. She wasn’t too sure what to do with her head to slow her breathing, but decided to lower it to her knees. It just felt right. Breaths came quick, and she soon concentrated on deepening and slowing each one. Finally, she laughed aloud and shook her head at her stupidity. After all, she’d decided to walk the longer way round the square to avoid the boarded maisonettes. It wasn’t just Elsie’s comments; it was a gut feeling. She’d always been sensitive to energies, and if her gut spoke to her, she listened.

      It was true, you never knew who you could run into on that corner. Perhaps, today anyway, detoxing past the caretaker’s home was the better of two horrors waiting to happen to a lone girl in an empty square.
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      Tanya spied her colleague from the door of the canteen. For a young man, three years into the profession, he never failed to surprise her with his dedication to the job. Enthusiasm she expected, but Frank Gibbs showed a dedication seen more often in longer serving police officers. Unaware of his surroundings, he sat in isolation and scanned his notebook while chewing a mouthful of what looked like a cheese roll. A few other officers were scattered in groups around the room, absorbed in conversation or scrolling on their phones. When he had first joined the team, Tanya was of the opinion that his positivity would wane and in turn diminish this enthusiasm. However, she’d been proved wrong. Frank was shaping up to be a seriously good copper, and she sensed he possessed qualities needed to be an excellent detective.

      “Gibbsy,” she shouted across the canteen. “We’ve got go. Bring your roll, you can finish it on the way.”

      “Watch out, Frankie boy! She says that now, but if you don’t want to share it, I’d eat it now. She didn’t think twice about polishing off my lunch last time”

      “Shut up, Harry. You don’t share. What do you expect?” Tanya flicked her hair and marched away.

      Gibbs stuffed the rest of the roll in his mouth, then used both hands to secure his seatbelt. He flicked crumbs from his trouser legs and swallowed the last of his mouthful. “Where’s the call out then?” he asked, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Back at Fennick Estate. Someone’s pissed off with a gang hanging around a couple of empty flats. An anonymous caller said they’re being abusive, threatening members of the public.”

      “So they’re loitering? Not much else?” He sunk lower in his seat as if it was hardly worth the effort.

      “No. There was a mention of drugs being sold. Nothing conclusive. They probably think a police presence will calm the residence down. You know how it is. Everyone’s paranoid. I mean, the attack on the kid is raw.

      “A waste of bloody time if you ask me. By the time we get there, they’ll have buggered off. But we could giver that caretaker a visit. He’s one tenant who didn’t answer the door during house to house.”

      Enthusiasm, there it was. She knew it wouldn’t stay buried for long. “Perhaps. If we have time.”

      As if on cue, the sun that had shown itself intermittently throughout the day chose the moment of their arrival to hide behind an ominous black cloud. They slammed their doors in unison, both fixated by gloomy landscape which camouflaged the grey blocks of Fennick Estate.

      “I wonder whether the architects realised the isolation they were creating when they built housing for so many. Perhaps they thought the sense of community still existed?”

      “Come on, Tanya, pessimism doesn’t suit you. We always face a wall of silence when we visit. Doesn’t that count as community?”

      “Yeah. Ha ha! Very funny. Let’s go break down the wall of silence.”

      A halo of light glimmered over the block as they approached the lifts, raising their spirits a fraction. Tanya pressed the up button, and they waited in silence watching the sky.

      Reggie wiped sweat from his forehead, then shoved the dirt smeared hanky into his trouser pocket. Crouching, he huffed as he replaced each of his tools back in his toolbox. He chewed the final mouthful of toast, took a swig from a cup of tepid tea, and surveyed his handiwork, running his fingers over the repaired lock. Hesitating at the open door, he glanced over his shoulder towards the upstairs landing one last time, then slammed the door shut.

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      Reggie paused. Without looking back, he bowed his head and continued on his way.

      “Mr Lansbury, isn’t it?” The persistent voice continued. “Do you have five minutes? We really need to speak to you.”

      Reggie stopped as the officers quickened their pace. He shuffled towards them to bridge the gap.

      “Officers Gibbs and Watts,” Frank introduced the pair as they showed their warrant cards. “Mr Lansbury, we understand you’re the caretaker for the estate.”

      He nodded.

      “Perhaps we could talk inside.” Tanya smiled and gestured behind. Reggie huffed, fiddling with the ring of keys on his belt as he strode back towards his front door.

      “I can’t spare too much time. I should be back at work now.”

      Chancing a glance at the upstairs window, he ushered them into the maisonette and led them into the kitchen.
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      Josie checked her phone. She tightened her grip and shook it in agitation. No calls or texts. Joshua’s smiling face was her only reason to stay strong.

      Too late, she heard them as she turned the corner. The hiss of abusive language tainting the air.  She shoved her phone deep into her pocket and gripped it with a balled hand. Shoulders stooped, she fixed her eyes on her shoes and quickened her pace.

      “Hey, you wanna have some fun?” The gruff voice, loud and cocksure, boomed, and she followed his movement as he bounced from one foot to the other, an erratic dance of intent. She stepped to his left and then his right, but bodies blocked her way.  Their sniggering seeped into her shaking body as her composure crumbled. She lifted her head and shuddered at the dark brown eyes staring back and black straggly hair that bounced as he swaggered forward. His fingers gripped her shoulder while his thumb brushed her collarbone before gouging the shallow just above.

      She hit the wall behind just seconds before his fingers intruded. Josie’s hand gripped his arm as he thrust his other hand up her skirt.

      His breath brushed her neck as he leaned in. “Don’t fight me like your mate. She’s taken my secret to the grave.” He twisted his fingers in her hair until they grazed her scalp. “I wonder if you’ll scream like her?”

      Repulsed, she squirmed as his fingers yanked at her gusset and the thin sheath of material protecting her dignity.

      “Charlie, let her go…Look.” A young boy behind pointed across the balcony. Josie felt the pressure ease, pushed off the wall, wriggled from his grip, and ran.

      “Bitch. I’m not finished with you yet.” His voice trailed her to her door.

      Fumbling with the key, her heart pumped as she heard the click of the lock. She slammed the door behind her and crumpled to the floor.

      A thud battered the silence, the door shook, and she scurried backwards on hands and knees into the shadows.

      “Come ’n play baby. We can go next door. No one will know our secret.”

      Josie hugged her legs and rested her forehead on her knees. The taste of vomit stagnant at the back of her throat, she entwined her fingers to interrupt the constant shake of her hands and closed her eyes against the man’s threats, so like Tyler’s.

      “Chaz, let’s go. Forget about her, she’s a stupid slag anyway.”

      “Wait.” He lifted the letterbox, and her muscles tensed. “I’ve had a taste now. I want more. We’re gonna have some real fun.”

      In the distance, Josie could hear a whisper as the voices faded. Outside, the drone continued. She covered her ears. But tears fell freely when she realised the anguished sounds were coming from her. Josie groped around in her pocket, and pulled out her phone. She wiped her face with a scrunched up tissue she’d slipped from her sleeve, and inhaled deep breaths until her heart rate decreased.

      “I need to speak to DS Edwards.” She scrunched the tissue in her hand. “No. I’ll only speak to DS Edwards. It’s Josie Jeffries.”

      The pain as her fingernails dug into her palm was nonexistent even though blood seeped from the crescent moon indents. She listened to the silence on the other end of the phone and finished the call before scrolling through her contacts.
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      The balcony stretched out before Layla, empty and in shadows. The absence of light was the result of caused by the systematic smashing of embedded light bulbs which had lit up the front doors of the maisonettes. The clip clop of her stiletto heels echoed on the concrete landing like an intrepid countdown to an unwanted event. She rubbed her sweat—soaked hands down the side of her jeans and continued forward to the throb which vibrated through her bloodstream and pounded in her temple.

      Charlie had insisted she stay away from the boarded maisonettes. A wide grin stretched across her face. That was obviously his first mistake.  She’d always prided herself on having an inquisitive mind, and the kick of the adrenaline rush that heated her body from the chance of danger was enough for her to ignore his request.

      Layla wobbled on the sharp point of her black suede stiletto heel. Her well-worn trainers would have been the obvious choice of footwear tonight, but if she caught Charlie up to no good, she wanted him to regret messing with her feelings, and nothing said ‘piss off’ like a four inch pair of stilettos. Layla reached for the balcony, stilled, and tried to gain her footing. A pain shot up her shin as her foot rolled to the right.

      “Poxy shoes.” Without another word, she slipped them from her feet and limped forward. As she neared the gloominess ahead, a sudden fear of claustrophobia entombed her like a womb entraps an overdue baby. The silence of the corner houses spoke to her unease, and she took a long controlled breath to steady her increasing pulse. There was no sign of life in the carcass of maisonettes still in need of renovation.  Debating whether to turn back, Layla pulled the band from her auburn hair, ran her fingers over the fine strands, and collected them back into a tight ponytail, securing it at the base. Exhilarated by tingles that shot up her spine, she moved forward.

      The boarded flats loomed, desolate and soulless, all of the entry points covered with solid metal grids. However, one window was covered in zig-zags of slatted wooden panels like a nonsensical puzzle. Leaning back against the cool metal of the gridded door, Layla scanned the balcony for signs of movement before yanking the huge metal bolt and tugging at the padlocked chain. It wouldn’t budge. Next, she turned her attention to the crisscross pattern of wooden panels. She ran her hand along the rough wood and dug her fingers between the slats with urgent prods and probes. She cursed at the raw crack and rip of her fingernail and cursed again as she sucked on her throbbing finger. She pulled it from her mouth with an intake of breath as the cool air stung the exposed tender skin beneath the hanging scarlet painted fingernail. Squinting, she examined the mess left beneath and began the painful process of digging out the visible splinters embedded under her skin.

      Wood rubbed against wood, and the creak of resistant nails caused her to squeal, a high, short, and alien sound. As the slats opened upwards as a whole unit, the tingle erupted into an electric current that jumpstarted her heart into overdrive. For once, she listened to inbred instinct and backed away until she felt the balcony at her back, then inched her way to the far end. On hands and knees, she hid around the next corner of the balcony wall and peaked back towards the empty buildings.

      To her surprise, it wasn’t Charlie who emerged from the open hole in the wall. She squinted into the gloom of the ill-lit passageway and watched as the figure climbed through the opening with cat-like agility and straightened to his full height, which she estimated as over six foot. She clamped shaking hands over her mouth as he looked her way. The last involuntary squeal had been a slip up. It wouldn’t happen again. Recognition of the figure came to her in an instant. It was the bloke living with the caretaker. He’d caused quite a stir when he turned up on the estate—returned, some of the older residence whispered between themselves. She hadn’t given much thought to the gossip. She was definitely more interested in his looks, and, if pushed, she might admit to developing X-rated fantasies involving the two of them in her mind. Now the thought of their meeting under these circumstances had her clawing at the buttons around the neck of her blouse as heat crept from her collarbone and flamed her cheeks. A tame swish of breeze conjured by the flap of her fingers in front of her face did little to help, although it had given her a moment to ask herself what the man was doing inside the boarded flat after dark. After some thought, she shrugged and answered her own question. He’d been doing work in some of the maisonettes. In fact, she’d deliberately smashed the fire alarm in the hope he’d be called to replace it, but instead her dad had just shrugged and said they’d another somewhere in the loft. He hated strangers in his home. She should have known he’d not report the damage or replace the alarm. So, far from spending the morning ogling the repairman, she’d instead put the family’s lives at risk.

      Layla was unsure of how long she waited after the man left, but it was ten o’clock by the time curiosity got the better of her. The theme tune of the News at Ten rang from the nearest occupied home as she stood with a wobble on numb legs and shook them out one at a time until feeling began to creep up from her toes. She ran back to the window, feet bare, and flinched at the feel of cold concrete on the soles of her feet. This time, she ran her fingers along the underside of the bottom panel until they hit a metal latch.

      “What ya doin’?” The familiar voice cut through her, and she spun, pulled back her arm, and punched Charlie hard in the chest.

      “Hell! Don’t creep up on people like that,” she screamed at his bowed head. “You scared me shitless.”

      He grabbed both her flailing arms and forced her back against the door. The side of her face twisted and pressed against the jagged edge of the wooden slats.

      “Thought I’d told you to stay away.”

      Layla balked at the stench of garlic as his hot breath hit her face. White hot fire shot through her jaw as the tip of a rusted nail left circular gash. Layla struggled, and tried to pull away from his vice-like grip. Pushed further into the protruding wood, tears threatened, and she bit down on the fleshy side of her mouth and tried to ignore the drool escaping the side she could no longer feel. If only she’d kept her stilettos on, she thought, as in one swift move she rose her knee and pounded her heel onto the top of his foot and then his shin. It was the unexpected rather than the move itself that caught Charlie off-balance. As he toppled back, she raised her knee higher, broke free from his grip, and watched as he doubled over. Then she ran.

      Once she’d put enough distance between them, she turned, continued to walk backwards, and shouted. “Keep your hands off me, you bastard. I’ll go where I wanna go. I ain’t one of those slags you can knock about.”

      Streams of abuse followed as she made her escape. She wasn’t stupid. There would be consequences, but the more time and space she put between them, the more her actions would be like yesterday’s news and the less severe the punishment. She slowed as she backed up past the last front door on this side of the balcony and froze as vine-like limbs entwined her arms to her side in a tight hold. Unsure of who had caught her in their trap, she flinched as he grabbed a breast with his wart decorated hand. Her blouse was no shield as his sharp fingernails gauged her skin. Tears pricked her eyes.

      “Keep still and shut up. You’ve been asking for this.” Layla choked back a sob. She recognised the voice even though it cracked with excitement as she continued to struggle. Rattler, that was his name. She doubted it was a family name, just a nickname he’d gained and probably not for his charms.  Unwelcome flames danced from her nerve endings as he clamped her nipple between his fingers. She wriggled and squirmed in his suffocating embrace. With each movement, his sinewy arms clung to her like a leech. She flopped like a rag-doll in his arms as he dug a knee into the back of her legs and concertinaed onto the cool concrete passageway. Stale beer breath induced a dry wretch as he leaned over her fallen body.

      “Looks like you’ve really pissed Charlie off this time.”  He nodded towards the bent figure on the opposite balcony, still clutching his knees. Layla felt Rattler’s fingers in her hair, he wrapped it around his hand once, twice, then with a yank that brought water to her eyes, he lifted her to her feet as she clenched the roots of her hair with both hands.

      Charlie stared at her across the balcony, a smirk on his face that tightened her stomach and quickened her pulse. Trouble was not a new concept to Layla. Her chance of  escape was slim, and although Rattler was lanky and skinny, his strength was deceptive. As if reading her mind, Rattler tightened his grip around her body with one hand and grabbed her crotch with the other. For the first time, Layla couldn’t mute her scream.

      “That’s more like it, girl. We’re gonna have some fun. Prick tease.”

      She fought against him with every breath of fight in her body, but he just drew her closer. His bulge dug into her tense buttock. The stench of his breath overwhelmed her, and white spots darted in front of her eyes. He covered her mouth and nose with his filthy fingers while he assaulted her neck and ears with his tongue. He lifted her feet onto his and danced with her towards Charlie, like lovers enjoying the final waltz. Each time she gasped for breath, Rattler opened his fingers just enough for her to inhale. Then he sank his teeth into her earlobe, he ripped her earring from her ear and spat it to the floor. Layla slipped from his hold, slid to the floor, and heaved. A bile based vomit just missed Rattler’s grubby trainer as it made contact with her cheekbone. If she curled into a small enough ball and stayed dead still, she hoped they’d get fed-up and find another form of entertainment.

      “Show this bitch how to behave. She’s all yours for the next half hour. Have fun.” Charlie passed Rattler and slipped something into his back pocket before he patted his back. Layla caught the glint of metal as Rattler bounced the knife from one hand to the other. His smile widened as he drew the blade across his palm and squeezed globules of blood onto Layla’s distraught face.

      “She won’t misbehave again, Chaz. That’s a promise.”

      Layla made one last frugal attempt to escape as her boyfriend’s footsteps disappeared into the night.
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      Tanya giggled as Frank’s stomach grumbled for the third time in as many minutes.

      “Surely you’re not hungry again?” She nudged him in the side. “Not after the size of the lunch you ate in the canteen.”

      “I didn’t get to eat it all. Remember? You dragged me away. And I always save the best bit ’til last.”

      Tanya grinned. “I’m sure I don’t know where you put it all.”

      “I’m a growing lad, y’know.” He rubbed his stomach. The radio crackled, and he leaned across the dashboard to answer. The crackle distorted the speaker, and Tanya had to strain to hear snippets of the conversation. She heard Fennick Estate, shook her head and waggled her finger at her companion, who ignored her gestures.

      “I suppose we’re close. Why? What’s going on there?”

      “…disturbance, anonymous caller…boarded flats. Can you follow up?”

      “No problem. On our way.” He slipped the radio back in its cradle and tried to ignore the frown on his colleague’s forehead.

      “They do a mean fish ’n’ chips in the parade of shops on the Fennick.”

      Tanya gritted her teeth and completed a three point turn with precision.

      “Only saying,” he added as she drove on in silence.
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      She was scared. A coward. Terrified, it seemed, of everything, especially speaking to the police. However, it was preferable to the thought of another encounter with Chaz and his cronies. Next time she might not be so fortunate. For the first time since Tyler had last paid her an unexpected visit, she felt vulnerable. She lived alone, surrounded by empty maisonettes with a deaf old dear her nearest neighbour. That’s what she’d told them when she’d phoned, the truth. She just imagined a pretty young telephonist noting her address and yawning as she told her tale. After all, Fennick Estate. What did the tenants expect?

      Josie’s body jumped in time to the upbeat ringtone that bounced off each wall. She had no choice but to open her eyes and take a first glance at her surroundings since she’d hidden, crouched under the stairs behind oak look draws which housed a lamp and bowl where keys lived. She clenched her teeth and fumbled in her pockets, released the phone, and answered without looking at the screen.

      “Josie. Finally. It’s Olivia. Olivia Devine. Open the door, will you?”

      Instead, Josie tugged her legs closer to her body into a tight ball. She heard the letterbox squeak, then spring shut with a bang.

      “Josie. I need you to come to the door. It’s important I see you’re safe.” Seconds ticked like the insistent peck of a woodpecker at her temple.  “Josie, can you hear me?”

      A muffled inaudible growl escaped her lips as she uncoiled and dragged her body forwards. At full stretch from sitting, her fingers trembled with each shift of the bolt and rattle of the chain as she fought the desire to scoot back under the stairs. Olivia sidled through the tight gap between the door and the outside world, kneeled, wrapped her arms around Josie’s shoulders, and held her close until trembles decreased.

      Relaxed into the corner of the settee, wrapped in a throw, Josie sat hypnotised by the twirl of steam as it escaped the coffee cup. The aroma tickled the back of her throat, but rather than take a sip, she preferred to take comfort in the warmth of the cup in her ice cold hands.

      An abrasive rap on the front door and both ladies were awakened from the silent calm around them.

      “Open up. Liv, on three this door's coming down.”

      Olivia began to unlock the door in time to see Albie’s leg raised ready to kick the door inwards.

      “Why the hell are you here?”

      Without a word of acknowledgement, Albie barged past her through the partially open doorway. Olivia raised her arms and backed away, but Albie lunged, gripped her upper arms and shook her. Fingers tightened as she struggled from his restraint but without release. Instead she was dragged closer.

      The silence they’d cherished before the intrusion settled over them as Albie slowed his breathing and loosened his grip on Olivia. He watched, fascinated, as her pupils shrank, the tension left her shoulders, and her mouth relaxed.

      Olivia rubbed the top of her arms to numb the pain from his fingertips with a frenzied build up of warmth.

      “I don’t know what the hell is wrong with you. You’ve got no right to…” Olivia stammered and tears pricked the corner of her eyes. She pointed towards the living room.

      “Instead of acting all manic with me, you should interview Josie.”

      He stood for a few moments and stared at her long auburn tinted hair which hung like a drawn curtain hiding her face. He opened his mouth to speak, but instead shook his head and walked into the living room.

      Josie hadn’t moved from the spot on the sofa. She still cupped the mug in both hands and waited as he perched on the seat near her bent knees before edging further into the corner. In the harsh light of the uncovered bulb, Josie’s pale skin had the translucent look of tracing paper, and her hair was only one shade darker. Dark circles under her eyes had swelled into small bags, and red rims tattooed her pale blue eyes.

      Albie forced his mouth into what he hoped was a concerned smile. Even he was surprised by the mellow tone of his voice. “Josie, you called and asked for me?”

      Josie took a sip from the mug.

      “It was reported that you sounded distressed.” Albie took in the uncluttered surroundings. Apart from the tatty sofa, the armchair where Olivia now sat, her head still bowed, the telly, and a few toys, the room was empty.

      “It was nothing really.” She placed her cup on the floor, fiddled under the sleeve of her jumper, and blew her nose on a scrunched up tissue before stuffing it back. Albie counted to eight before she broke the silence again, pleased to have implemented the count to ten before speaking strategy Tanya had given him that morning. Or was it to count to ten before losing your shit? Either way it had just worked.

      “It was just a few teenagers from the estate.” He leaned in closer to catch her whisper.

      “What happened?”

      She shook her head grabbed for the tissue and dabbed her eyes. “Like I said, nothing really.”

      Olivia’s hand enclosed her own with a quick squeeze. “It’s okay to tell him. He’s here to help.”

      Josie nodded and continued. “One of them pushed me against a wall and threatened me. Then they followed me here and shouted things through the letterbox.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Threatened me.” She pulled the throw towards her face and fiddled with a loose thread. Olivia wrapped an arm around her and drew her shaking body into her side. “Sexually…he said he’d come back for me.”

      “Do you know this lad?”

      She shook her head. “They’ve hung around the empty flats for a while now.”

      Albie nodded and made his way to the door. “I’ll get some colleagues to take a statement and have a look round.”

      “He said he’d shared a secret with my slutty mate…” She choked back a sob.

      Albie stopped in his tracks. “What were his exact words?”

      Josie leaned so far into Olivia they looked like they were conjoined down one side.

      “It’s okay, Josie,” Olivia said as she stroked her hair back from her face. “Think carefully.”

      Josie closed her eyes. Her body shook as tears mingled and dripped from her cheeks. They made expanding dark patches on the throw.

      “I wonder if you’ll scream like her…? He said. Will I scream like her?”
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      Frank paced the balcony. He’d faced a number of difficulties in an attempt to follow his sergeant’s orders. To keep people away from both the outside and inside of the property was much more burdensome than he’d originally anticipated, and he wished he’d taken Tanya’s offer of help. So far, he’d turned away one council worker, a young lad who wanted to play with the tenant’s son, the young caretaker, and the tenant’s father. The latter had been the most difficult to appease and would probably return soon. However, keeping Miss Devine inside the property was proving a real headache.

      “Look.” She closed the distance between them. “You can’t keep me here. I haven’t done anything wrong. Where’s Albie anyway?”

      “I’ve already explained this to you. I have orders to keep you in…” He paused to answer his phoned and turned his back. “PC Gibbs. No, not really, Sarge. Miss Jeffries is sleeping, her father’s upset. He’s waiting in the car. No, it’s Miss Devine. She insists she has to leave.” Frank Gibbs held the phone towards Olivia. “He wants a word.”

      “Hello? Well, guess what? I don’t give a shit. I’m going. Goodbye, Albie.”

      Frank waited until she’d reached the end of the balcony before he laughed. He had an image of his enraged boss when she cut the call. As far as he knew, no one had ever dismissed his boss without regrets.

      Frank leaned against the wall and fumbled with the switch on his torch, thumped it a couple of times against his thigh, then turned the intermittent illumination on the grimy wall opposite. Turning the flashlight towards the interior of the maisonette, he took tentative steps towards the closed doors at the end of the passage. A dart of movement at the edge of the light beam caught his eye. Images of vermin from a documentary he’d watched the previous evening were resurrected into his irrational thoughts to remind him of his fear of all things small and furry. Breathing deeply, he continued forward, frustrated with his annoying imagination. He reached forward with a shaking hand towards the closed door. Sweat beaded his hairline as he fought for composure. His skin, cooled and clammy, was sensitive to a draft from a concealed source that caressed his neck.

      The sudden scrambled thud exploded into his chest and sent him sprawling to the ground. Heavy boots trampled his body. He rolled onto his side, grabbed a handful of trouser leg, and held fast. Frank stared into the dark eyes of his attacker as he wrestled to free his leg.

      “You’re making a huge mistake.” Frank looked up at the jagged mismatched teeth in the mouth of his attacker, and tried to move. He was too late to dodge a boot to his chest, and bent forward as pain shot through him and he gasped for air. The follow through to his chin rattled his jaw. Gasping, he clambered to grasp support, but instead was knocked onto his back once again by an instantaneous punch to his head, which splintered his senses as searing pain enveloped his skull and drilled into his unsuspecting body.

      Frank’s vision blurred. A rhythmic pounding, like a carefully aimed hammer, repeated in his temple as he mouthed a memorised verse from The Night Mail from his train-mad youth. The words tangled in his mind and tripped on his tongue as he tried to cling to consciousness.

      A touch as soft as a mother’s cuddle or a lover’s caress escorted him to the edge of reality. As Frank’s manic mumblings mingled with another’s anguished sobs and a palm cupped his cheek, he realised he was still alive.
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      A blooded young girl, wrapped in a blanket, walked barefoot in the rigid grasp of a petite police officer who continually coaxed her forward. Away from the crime scene. The girl’s unseeing eyes bored through Albie as he silently followed Tanya inside. Both officers stood in the centre of a long narrow living area—a neglected void in the process of being prepared for an unsuspecting family given the opportunity to make this shell a home. A family oblivious to the atrocities the police had investigated just days before they moved into their new home.

      “What happened here, Tanya?” Albie asked. Traces of blood caught his eye, splattered in selective areas of the room. The scattered pattern resembled those left by exploding paint ball pellets— a palette of shades of crimson in a variety of textures. The room was bare apart from a small collection of well used candles sticking from the necks of drained beer bottles. The wax’s gradual coverage of the bottles was all consuming from the amount of times the candles in the dusty glass wine bottles had been lit. Fabric spilled over the mantlepiece and was strewn across the floor in tatters. Only some intimate items were recognisable. A lacy bra and knickers, seemingly matching, shared rips and bloodstains.

      “There’s too much blood,” Albie muttered. Then, turning back to face Tanya, he continued. “I didn’t notice too much blood on the victim when she passed.” He indicated the blood splatters. “This amount suggests a victim not walking out. What injuries did she have?”

      “She was knocked about quite badly, Sarge, and a rape kit will be used during her examination, but still…you’re right, there’s too much blood. We’ll gather all the evidence we can.” Tanya stood and looked around her. “This wasn’t the first attack there’s been here.”

      “Have you got anything from Frank or the girl yet?”

      “Frank isn’t responsive. He’s conscious, just confused. It all happened too fast. I think he’s in shock, like the girl. She’s local. I’m sure of it. DS Fawn has set up door to door already.”

      Albie nodded. “And the girl? Is she talking?”

      “No. Not yet, Sarge.” Tanya stared at her feet and pushed a piece chewing gum wrapper around with the toe of her shoe. “But we’ve got the bastard…After a chase and a bit of a struggle, but we’ve got him.”

      “Has this bloke got a name?” he asked, still focused on the splatter patterns.

      “Rattler. That’s his street name anyway, where he spends most of his time. Apparently he’s unpredictable.”

      Albie clenched his fists, his mouth twisted into a snarl, and Tanya inched away as he hissed the next words.

      “Is it the same bastard who threatened Josie Jeffries?”

      “Not sure, Sarge.” Averting her eyes, she concentrated on her boss’s feet rather than his aggression-pained face. “But he doesn’t really fit the description she gave us.”

      “Great! Now I’ve just got to find out how talkative he is when we’ve got him down the station. What do you reckon, a won’t shut up or a no comment kind of kid? Either way he’s going to talk to me!”

      Tanya shrugged at Albie’s retreating back. She followed his determined march into the hallway and out onto the balcony. He side-stepped over the broken boards which had criss-crossed the open front door. She knew Albie well enough to know he wasn’t bluffing, and if Rattler didn’t cooperate he was in for an uncomfortable twenty-four hours. Tanya’s ideal of policing had initially been to always play by the rules, everything by the book. Albie’s actions in some situations sometimes compromised her beliefs, but with each passing year and added experience, her attitude was gradually changing.

      She thought of Frank’s face clenched in agony and confusion when she’d found him barely conscious. His body had been contorted on the threadbare dingy hall carpet in a foetal position. She blinked twice to erase the image from her mind. Bending, she used the tips of her index finger and thumb to pick up the remains of a scanty black and red lace thong and placed it in an evidence bag. Then with a sigh, she whispered, “Do your worst, Albie Edwards.”

      Human curiosity some called it, others called it voyeurism. Whichever camp they belonged to, they could more or less guarantee if they lived on the Fennick Estate they would often be privy to police incidents. And as a resident, they would find it difficult to ignore a scene like this unfolding in your territory. It may be a need for drama, or it could be the need to know that, whatever was going on in their life, there was always someone worse off. Unfortunately, there are also a small minority of gawkers who are sick souls, and their only desire is to see any kind of pain or human suffering happening to others. It feeds their unspeakable needs. Albie was an expert when it came to detecting, especially when it came to those with unspeakable needs, and as he reached the balcony, he began to scan the flats in the square. He knew his mere presence would excite some of the invisible eyes behind the curtains and blinds. He was also well aware that between them all, they’d have enough information to solve the case. No doubt they were already aware of the main issue bugging him…Josie Jeffries. She was the one connection linking each of the attacks. Apart for the attack on this young woman. At the moment, this was a thread that still dangled, but he’d follow the thread until he found the truth.

      As of this moment, Josie Jeffries was the catalyst of the investigation and, as so, was his focal point.

      All roads lead back to Josie, he thought as he scanned the surrounding flats one last time and headed for the lifts.
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      As a general rule, Elsie had an established routine she liked to follow whenever possible. The routine never changed. It had been difficult to maintain when her mother first passed away, especially with the cocktail of drugs her doctor had prescribed. It was true she’d been hysterical at the time. What did he expect? After all, she’d not just lost her mother, she’d lost her best and only friend. Elsie screwed up her nose and squeezed her eyes tight at the thought of the doctor’s disbelief after Elsie had lashed out in anger at his suggestion that she leave her home. He’d dabbed his bloodied eyebrow and bent to retrieve his broken glasses from the floor. The image of his shocked face distorted, but refused to disappear, and shame hung over her shoulders like a woollen shawl on a summer's day.

      The emotional burden of loss remained a mirage Elsie refused to acknowledge no matter how tempting it became. A counsellor had come to visit in the weeks after her loss, a professional with no connection to the family. The doctor had suggested it as he’d backed out of the front door with an artificial smile etched on his face, and ending his newly collected wounds. To be fair, he’d been right. It was so much easier talking to a woman with the repetitive view that grief was personal to the individual and who chose to ignore the chair nestled by the window with the blanket draped across the arms as if covering imaginary legs. But when she had challenged the extra place setting for tea and cake, Elsie picked up the cake knife, waved it around, and, with tears eating tracks in her dusty pink blusher, screamed that she wanted to be alone with her mother. It had been a few months since a professional had walked over the threshold, and Elsie’s grief was bearable when she shared her problems with her mother.

      Mother wasn’t really with her. She still had a grasp on all her facilities. Problem solving was easier when she spoke aloud, and Elsie felt weird speaking aloud to an empty room. It was so much easier to thrash it out with her mother, just like the days before she was gone. If this behaviour meant she was mad, then so be it.

      In the beginning, it was structure Elsie missed most. Even just the simplicity of the structure of day and night. She was often unsure of the regularity of sleep, or even if she’d slept at all. She was capable of spending hours in a chair staring at nothing. It had taken Elsie months to build routine into her life once again, and she stuck to it like the turn of the tide. To her, it was the main indicator that she was on the mend.

      Startled from her thoughts by the ring of the phone, Elsie steadied herself, lumbered into the hallway, and reached the phone just as her mother’s voice echoed off the walls asking the caller to leave a message.

      “Pick up, Elsie. I know you’re home. We need to talk about Chloe.”

      For a moment, Elsie considered whether to answer. It was the first she’d heard from Andy Reynolds for years, but if it was about Chloe, she supposed she could give him five minutes. As an afterthought, she put the phone on speaker and pressed record.

      “What do you want, Reynolds?”

      “Nice, Elsie. See you still haven’t graduated from charm school. The name’s Andy, remember?”

      “How can I forget.” School wasn’t a place Elsie’s mind liked to dwell on, and although the three of them had been great friends, times had changed, especially with the appearance of Lana.

      “Look, I understand Chloe’s been spending some time with you. Thanks for helping her out when she fought with her sister.”

      “It’s nothing. But I’m worried about those girls. I have been since their mother died.”

      “I don’t need another lecture, Elsie. I just want to thank you.”

      “It’s not a lecture. You’re the girl's father. The only one they’ve got, and they need you to be clear headed.”

      “I’m doing my best. It’s not been easy since…well, you know.”

      Elsie listened to his erratic breathing down the phone. If she didn’t confront him now, she never would.

      “No. I don’t know. Tell me, how did Susan’s and Lana’s deaths affect you?” She said, expecting him to put the phone down, but instead his breath hitched and his voice was strained.

      After a short silence, Andy said,“When Lana died, it was such a shock. Susan had been ill for a while. You were so supportive of Susan and the girls, and Lana supported me at college. Her death just crushed me, and Susan’s finished me off.” A muffled sob rang out over the loud speaker.

      Elsie gave him a minute. “I know it was tough, Andy. But what I’ve never understood is why you withdrew your statement to the police. I know you witnessed Lana’s death.” She brought her voice to a gentle whisper. “I know you loved Lana in a way you never loved Susan. But you chose to keep quiet, and that’s what’s eating away at you now. And it’s the girls who are suffering. Get your act together for their sakes. Goodbye, Andy.” Elsie replaced the phone in the cradle, listened to the silence around her, and headed back to the kitchen.

      As a creature of habit, she’d already eaten a light dinner. Well, lighter than usual. She’d eaten two chicken pies, but substituted her beloved plate of chips with boiled potatoes and was ignoring the fact that her plate was devoid of vegetables. She had cleaned her pallet with a pot of tea before washing up, each item left to drip dry on the drainer.

      Elsie lumbered, sloth-like, towards the window seat. Shadows bounced across the kitchen table, and shouts slowed her progress. Hands on the kitchen table, she leant forwards. Her upper arms shook in the artificial street lights. The shouts intensified—low sinister barks loud enough to penetrate the walls of the flat. She turned in the direction of the voices, edged along the table, and balanced herself on the back of a sturdy chair. Elsie felt blindly for her glasses, her face felt clammy as the glasses settled on their perch, and she squinted in an attempt to focus on the figures ghostly in the distance outside the boarded flats.

      “What’s going on, Mum?”

      She shook her head. “I know it’s probably nothing. You’re right, I’m over reacting again.” Elsie eased her bulk into the chair in front of the window, slipped a stubby pencil from behind her ear, and studied the next puzzle in a sudoko book. An anguished scream broke the silence. Elsie froze. A pained, wretched cry sliced through the air. She dropped the pencil, and her hands covered her mouth as a scream gathered at the depths of her stomach and threatened to be vomited from her throat. Elsie’s stomach jittered, her body cooled, and perspiration dripped from her forehead.

      The silence after the scream was a cold emptiness.

      Elsie scanned the balcony one last time through the gaps between her fingers. Empty.

      “Nobody’s there, so there’s nothing I can do. Goodnight, mother.”

      Elsie braced her arms to support her body from sitting to standing and began her tiresome bedtime ritual. Guilt, an emotion she was familiar with, was easy to ignore. After all, she told herself, it wasn’t her problem.
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      “Will you come away from the bloody window, Charlie? I don’t want anything to do with whatever’s going on over there. It’s one thing after the bloody other in this place.”

      Charlie kept his back to Andy and nodded a response, but continued to stare into the distance.

      A paramedic led a figure towards the lifts, followed by his colleagues who carried an occupied stretcher. Flanked by officers, they made their way to the lifts. Each victim was   smothered in a fawn blanket pulled close like a protective armour. Charlie sneered. One was Layla. Stupid slapper, he thought. That’ll teach her to mess with me.

      “I said come away from the window, Charlie.” Andy tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair and moved to the edge as if to stand. Instead he slumped back into an Andy— shaped dip that had taken years to form. “Why are you still here?”

      Charlie turned to face Layla’s father and studied his parchment skin, infested with pock mark scars and sallow from lack of exposure to daylight. He was a dried-up addict who struggled to live without prescription drugs. Just because they weren't hard drugs didn’t make him any less of an addict. Charlie relished being the puppeteer. He’d seen Andy in a bad way and he’d been his saviour on numerous occasions. He had a hold on Andy. One shake of the bottle in his pocket and Andy would be begging his to stay. But not today. He’d leave him to fry today. He was desperate for a place to lay low. He’d be back with his bottles of happy pills and Andy would bend.

      “I told you,” Andy was on his feet now, “I don’t know where Layla is or even when she’s coming home.”

      Charlie lifted his hands. “Okay, calm down, old man.” He laughed and knocked into a chair as he leant forward. Stale beer coated the air as Charlie lowered his voice. “When you see her again, be sure to tell her I came to see her and I’m thinking of her…” At the door he looked over his shoulder. “Tell her I’ll be back, Andy. I’m not sure when, but I’ll be back.” He left, but the threat lingered.

      Charlie pulled the front door to. Across the balcony, three men struggled to contain Rattler. One held onto him half-heartedly with his left hand while he clutched his ear. Blood seeped through his fingers. His head dipped, and he scanned the concrete, probably for the other part of his ear.

      “Come on, you want some more?” Rattler shouted and bounced on his toes from foot to foot—a caricature of Muhammad Ali. Charlie watched as the earless man pulled his truncheon from over his shoulder. The blow hit Rattler from behind. His legs collapsed, and he stumbled forward.

      “Is that all you got? You wanna shut me up, shitheads? You’ve gotta do better.”

      Charlie shook his head, a smile quirked the corner of his mouth as he walked towards the stairs. Rattler was a nutter, for sure. One thing he wasn’t was a grass. Charlie knew he was out of the picture, and Rattler would keep them busy for a while.
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      The wind had whipped up since earlier, and among the pale grey clouds were those with heavier, darker edges with threats of rain. Turning her collar up, Josie gripped the lapels close enough to cover her bare neck. She backed onto the balcony and ensured she faced away from the scuffles unfolding behind her, relieved that the police were on site.

      She gave her front door a firm yank and headed to the lifts on the opposite side of the balcony. She walked at a swift pace, and although she was tempted, stopped herself from glancing back at the chaos outside the empty flats. Her heart pounded to the beat of her steps, slowing the further she walked from her home. For some antiquated reason, she expected to be called back at any moment, but instead she wandered off unnoticed.

      The lift area was empty, and although she had to wait, her shoulders sank as if she’d shed a great weight. For a moment, she felt quite criminal. She caught her breath. Her fingers lingered over the panel. Her destination escaped her and all reasoning was gone. She stood staring at the dirty numbered buttons embedded in the dull, scratched metal panel, unsure of her next move. Fisting her hand, she punched the panel, rubbed her knuckles, and leant her forehead against the frame. The cool metal soothed the throb developing behind her eyes. Knowing she had no option, she placed her phone against her ear and focused on steady breathing, Tension building with each ring.

      “You decided to call then? I wondered how long it would take.” Josie sank to the floor, drew her knees to her chest, and secured them with a one-arm hug. Her mother’s terse voice scattered her rational thoughts. She coughed and cleared her throat to reply. Instead a muffled sob escaped her lips.

      “I hope you’ve phoned to apologise young lady. I made it clear what would happen if you neglected Josh. I haven’t changed my mind.”

      “I want…to speak to…Josh.” Josie buried her head between her knees to try to muffle her sobs.

      “I haven’t heard an apology yet. And until I do, you’ll not hear a word from Josh. Do you understand? You’ll have no contact with him.”

      The phone slipped from Josie’s hand and hit the concrete before the signal went dead.

      Josie kicked out at her ringing phone. It clattered across the concrete. She lunged towards it as it began to ring again and clasped at it before another hand grabbed it from the ground. She sprung to her feet.

      “What the fuck… You tried to steal my phone right from under my nose?”

      “I was going to give it to you.”

      She looked at a large outstretched calloused hand and watched as the man backed away. “It’s been ringing on and off for the last ten minutes. Sorry, look I can see you’re scared. I didn’t mean…”

      Josie moved back until she felt cool metal at her back and knew she’d backed up as far as she could. She raised her head and took in his blue overalls. Her eyes continued upwards until her gaze locked with his.

      “Are you OK?”

      Shuffling from foot to foot, she removed a tissue from her pocket, dabbed her eyes and nose, and nodded. The man smiled, took another step away from her, and gestured behind him towards the boiler room.

      “I’m Nick. I work here, on the estate… I mean. You look pale. Can I get you a drink?” He thumbed towards the boiler room.

      “Oh, no.” She struggled to her feet and wiped dirt from the back of her jeans. “I should get going. I’m stopping you from working.”

      “It’s no problem. I’m due a break anyway.” He tilted his head. “How about it? Share a coffee?”

      Josie sat across from Nick and sipped bitter coffee from a plastic cup. She screwed up her nose with each sip. Nick laughed. “Not the best, I know. Perhaps a couple of sugars would help.”

      She shook her head, raised her hand, and managed to swallow the mouthful rather than give in to her initial reaction to spit coffee everywhere. A blush crawled up her neck and settled on her cheeks.

      “Who upset you?”

      The ding of the bell interrupted the awkwardness of silence and they both jumped to their feet and leant back against the wall on either side of the lift.  A young girl struggled with a toddler who swung from her hand knees raised, screaming. Two bags were piled in the pushchair like an unstable tower, in her other hand was another carrier bag full of shopping, and strapped around her chest a baby slept in a papoose.

      “Shut up, will you, River? You’ll wake up Denver.” The little boy whined some more until he spotted Nick. His screwed up face smoothed and he pouted and grabbed his mother leg. She lifted him up and sat him precariously on top of the shopping. “It’ll be quicker this way. Now sit still, River, and you can have some sweeties.”

      As the trio made their way along the landing, Josie and Nick stood facing each other in silence.

      “I should go…

      “Were you watching me?”

      Nick didn’t reply. Instead he paced. Back and forth. His breadth filled the small area in front of the lifts. Josie felt the wall behind her and flattened her body closer into it than she believed possible.

      “I mean, when my phone was ringing…did you hear the conversation, before I dropped my phone?”

      He stopped and stared at her for a moment, then sat before her against the wall. His elbows on his knees, he leant forward and looked up. Frown lines in his forehead and a stutter in his words gave away the thought he had put into the answer.

      “I heard you crying, and then your phone started ringing. I wasn’t watching …I was concerned. Why were you crying?”

      She focused on his eyes, hazel with a dash of dark brown. Emotion washed over her, and her bottom lip wobbled. Tears threatened to escape as they brimmed her bottom eyelashes. “It’s a long story,” she said between sobs, “and I’m not sure I’m ready to share it yet.”

      She felt a hesitant hand on her arm. She allowed it to stay while she vented her heartache through a wash of tears.
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      “Hello. You have reached the phone of the thoroughly gullible and totally uninterested. DO NOT leave a message after the tone and never call back again, ass wipe!”

      “Wait, Delilah…hear me out.”

      “Look, you have nothing to say that I am remotely interested in. Liv’s having a lie down and you need to give her space. This better be important!”

      “Good, I feel better knowing that you’re there to guard her. Listen, I’m going to be off the radar for a while. So I need you to make sure Liv doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      “So basically, you want me to carry on doing what I’ve been doing for the last five years since you pissed off!” Delilah tiptoed towards the bedroom door, listening for movement from inside.

      Albie sighed. “If that’s how you want to put it, then yeah. Just make sure she stays away from one particular woman. Her name is Josie Jeffries.”

      “Why, what’s she done?” she asked with sudden interest.

      “It’s not what she’s done or involved in that’s important. It’s more about Liv’s reaction to her. Liv’s getting emotionally drawn into something she doesn’t understand. I’ve a feeling she even thinks she can save this woman. Support her in some way. It could be dangerous.”

      The sudden sound of muffled talking in the background made him pause.

      “Who are you talking to, Lilah? Is that my phone?”

      “It’s no one important, Liv. Get dressed. Let’s get something to eat. You must be starving.”

      “Delilah, let me talk to her…”

      “Piss off, Albie,” she hissed. “I’ll look after her…You go and do whatever it is you’ve got to do.”

      The line went dead as he entered the police station. He knew now was the time to focus on work; however, he also knew he was going to have to address Delilah’s problems with him while he worked with Olivia.
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      The building, a listed property, was impressive, standing tall and strong within a landscape of mass- marketed, contemporary shells of buildings. Albie was proud to walk through the doors of this snarling brick beast knowing it was the one consistent thing in his life. In truth, the building was his home and its occupants his family.  Albie thrived on its ever-changing issues and complexities.

      He looked up every day before entering in homage to this huge part of his life, just as he had on his first visit at the age of four on a day trip with his uncle Morgan. DCI Morgan Edwards. Albie was unsure of the accuracy of his memories, but he identified this as a turning point in his life. He wanted to be a super hero…just like his uncle! A good guy. Batman always came to mind. And here he stood—a defender of good and fighter of evil. If only life were so simple.

      “Hey, Scribbler, I’m supposed to interview the bloke they brought in from the estate earlier. Is WPC Watts around?”

      The hunched figure on the other side of the desk put down his pen, gathered some papers, and handed them to Albie.

      “He’s in room five. You might want to go through some of this first,” he said, nodding at the paperwork. “Tanya is up to scratch with everything, but you should talk to her, see if she’s up to this.” The man he affectionately called Scribbler lowered his voice to a mumble. “I mean, this Frank business…it’s hit her bad”

      With a nod and a thank you, Albie headed towards the cafeteria. He scanned the open area and nearly missed the isolated figure at the corner table. Clearly preoccupied, she stared out of the window, pretending to be engrossed in local life while sipping from a polystyrene cup. The same game Albie played to be left alone with his thoughts. Albie slipped coins into the slot and pushed random buttons. Bending, he collected a Coke from the machine’s trough. Next he straightened and ambled forward. He knew she needed empathy, that she’d be emotional, especially because of Frank. He paused. If only he had the aptitude to be a people person. He wracked his brain for the right words which were not forthcoming. Albie sat down at the table behind and broke Tanya’s trancelike state.

      “Alright, Boss, take a seat, the choice is yours,” she said, gesturing to all of the empty chairs.

      He smiled and took the seat opposite her, leant back, and watched her, waiting for her to speak.

      “It’s okay, Sarge, I’ve got over the initial shock. I’m capable of being in the interview. I won’t mess it up, promise. I just want to get on with it. Really.”

      He studied her face, nodded, and stood “We’d best make a start then, Watts.”

      The conversation continued as they strolled through the corridors. “What do I need to know? Anything back from the attacks? And about Frank…”

      “Doing fine now. No injuries that won’t heal. Well, no physical injuries that is… He should be back at work within the next few weeks.” She followed him through the double doors and towards the interview rooms. “Layla Reynolds is the other victim attacked. She is sixteen and lives on the estate with her father and younger sister. They’re both at the hospital with her now. It was a nasty attack, Sarge. She was battered and at least sexually assaulted, although we are still waiting for confirmation of rape.”

      “Evidence. We need her statement. Let’s make this stick.” Albie leant on the handle and pushed into the door with his back.

      Tania lifted a finger. “Just one more thing, Sarge. Two people of interest have been brought to our attention. The girl’s father mentioned a boyfriend, Charlie Evans.” She waited until she spotted the recognition in Albie’s eyes. “The same guy who bothered Josie Jeffries. But more intriguing, Rattler in there, keeps going on about some bloke paying him to stay out of the boarded flats on the estate.”

      “Great work, Tanya. It’s something to work with.” Opening the door, he gestured for her to enter with a small bow and said, “Shall we?”

      The centre point of the white washed room was a solid well-worn wooden table. Four chairs huddled around it, two of which were already occupied. The well-dressed woman, a regular on-call solicitor, had the appearance of a fragile bird. However, as Albie had experienced on numerous occasions, when cornered, this fragile bird turned into a snarling beast as aggressive as a mother protecting her young. She smiled and gave Albie a wink, as if she’d had an insight into his thoughts, as Tanya turned on the recorder and cautioned the suspect.

      Turning his attention to the suspect, the man who occupied the other chair, he tried to see him through the eyes of a witness. He would be described as homeless or a drunk. The kind of bloke you’d swerve to avoid if you passed them in the park. Roughly six feet tall, thirteen…maybe fourteen stone, brown eyes—perhaps a little close together. Shoulder-length greasy hair. Nicotine stained teeth and fingers, wearing a dark t-shirt, dark jacket, and jeans. Their man also had a fondness for snake tattoos, and at a guess, Albie got the feeling this was a game to him, this hard man façade. Their suspect was from a nice middle class background. He was fortunate enough to have succeeded in a private education, or so the file stated. But here he was facing a charge of sexual assault and ABH of a police officer. Why?

      “John Sully. Doesn’t quite have the same impact as ‘Rattler’, does it?” Albie’s question hung on the air, Rattler stared at the desk. “The nickname? How did you come across it?”

      Rattler looked up. “Like you said, it’s just a nickname. I’ve got this thing about poisonous snakes, you see. That’s why they call me Rattler.” His lips drew into a sneer. He rested his elbows on the desk, linked his fingers, and rested his chin on his knuckles. Albie sat back and watched as the man opposite him grew in stature. “Deadly, some of them, ya know. A lot of people are scared of them, not many people want to mess with ‘em.”

      “And is that what you are? Deadly?” Albie pulled his chair forward, opened a file, and pushed a faded photograph of Emily in front of him. Not a true image of the drug ravaged woman Albie knew, but of a fun-loving young face, one of innocence.

      “Do you recognise her? Only I’m asking because something deadly happened to her.”

      Rattler shook his head, “I don’t know her, man.”

      “Take another look.” He slid the image closer and pointed to her smiling face. “Think, Rattler, have you ever sold her something, you know …to keep her going?”

      “I don’t do that sort of thing, man. You’ve got the wrong guy.” He pushed back the photo.

      “Okay, perhaps you’ve actually sold, or bought her, for the night?”

      Rattler leaned towards Albie and, looking ready to strike, he spat the words from his mouth. “Look, I don’t sell anything, and if I want a woman I can get anyone I want. I ain’t never bought sex.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. I forgot.” Albie said mirroring his movements. “If Rattler wants a woman, he just takes her even if it’s against her will. Isn’t that so?” Albie pushed the photo back.  “Take a real good look, asshole.” Then taking another photo from the file he slapped it beside the original. “If you don’t remember her like that, perhaps this will jog your memory.”

      Rattler glanced at the second image, then jumped to his feet, backing away. “You bastards. You’re trying to set me up. I didn’t do this to her. I only sold her some speed, that’s all. I didn’t even know her.”

      “Sit down. Tell me what you know, John. It’ll be better for you if you help us now.” Albie stared at his stricken colourless face. More a grass snake than dangerous rattle snake now, he thought.

      Shuffling papers distracted Albie for a second. “I think this is as good a time as any for a break.” The solicitor stood. She clutched her paperwork to her chest, edged out from behind the table, and made her way to the door. “John, you are entitled to a break.”

      Albie stood. “Hold on a minute, I’ve not finished with this line of questioning.” He placed his hand on her arm as she reached for the door.

      “Sergeant, I suggest you remove your hand from my arm and give my client his break.”

      His hand fell from her arm as she rounded on him and whispered through gritted teeth. “I don’t like the way this line of questioning is going and need some time with my client.” She paused, then turned to include Tanya. “I take it you have no objections to my client having a break? Shall we say thirty minutes?”

      Tanya turned to the recorder.

      “No. Let’s say fifteen minutes, shall we?” Albie walked from the room. “Unlike you we don’t have time to waste.”

      Albie scanned the screen of his phone as it sprang to life. Plenty of texts and a few answerphone messages. They could all wait for replies.

      “DS Edwards, there’s a message for you.” Scribbler stood in the doorway, shaking a post-it note in his out-stretched hand. “The number’s here. An anonymous caller with information about the attack on the girl and Frank.”

      Albie reentered the building, grabbed the note, and murmured a thank you as he disappeared inside.

      “Hello.” A distant, muffled voice answered the phone on the second ring.

      “Hello, DS Edwards speaking. I’m calling in response to a phone message received from this number earlier today.” Albie took a deep breath, held it, and began counting in his head, waiting for a response. Fingers behind his back, he hoped the caller didn’t hang up. They didn’t have much to go on, and this could be a break through. Being silent had never come easy to him. Often opinionated, he could never understand why people thought twice about helping solve crime. That was why he counted.

      “I’m not sure I can help.”

      Albie listened to the quiet voice of the woman on the other end of the line.

      “Why don’t you just tell me what you saw? If it doesn’t help, then no harm done. Anything else is a bonus.” He crossed his legs. If he could have crossed his toes, he would have. He inhaled and forced himself not to speak.

      “I don’t want to tell you who I am.”

      Albie cleared his throat. “No problem. I understand that you are nervous, worried even. But I need you to understand that the information you have is important to us. Now can you tell me what you saw?”

      A few moments of silence punctuated by erratic breaths. Albie squeezed his eyes tight and kept his mouth shut.

      “It’s the boarded-up flats on the estate. I’ve seen men going in and out at all times of the day and night. Hanging about outside. Up to no good.”

      Albie listened to the intake of breath from the other end of the phone.

      “Do you know any of the men. Recognise them?”

      “I know the caretaker. Reg is always in and out of the flats, his son as well. Both in and out at strange times of the day and night. I suppose they’re working though. Not like the kids on the corner. They shouldn’t be in there. When I heard Chloe’s sister was hurt, I had to tell someone what I saw.”

      “What did you see?” As his irritation grew, he managed to keep it out of his voice. “I know it’s tough. You’re doing great”

      A sob preceded her reply. “There’s this gang. Charlie is the ringleader. He was the one I saw grab her. He’s her boyfriend, I think.”

      “Was he alone? Did you see this Charlie bloke hurt Layla?”

      Her sobs increased, and for a few minutes that was all he could hear.

      “He was there. The one he’s always hanging about with. I’d asked Layla’s sister who he was. She’d called him weird. Gave her the creeps the way he looked at her.”

      Albie felt his pulse pick up and had to steady his voice. “Did she mention a name?”

      “Um, not really a name. Some sort of snake, I can’t remember. Like I said, she didn’t have anything to do with him. It was him though. He’s the one that took her sister into the boarded flat. At first I thought they were mucking about. She was kicking and screaming a bit, but then he scooped her up. She’d gone quiet. Then her head lolled back, I thought… That’s all I remember.”

      Silence. The line died.

      Albie scrolled through his phone.

      “Hi, Tanya, I think we’ll leave Mr. Rattler to stew in his own venom for a while. Can you see if we have had dealings with the caretaker? I’ve also been informed that his son is living at home. Might be an idea to look into his background as well, see if you can find any dirt.” Albie slipped his phone into his pocket. “Scribbler, I’ll be in the canteen if anyone asks. D’you want anything?” Scribbler raised his hand, shook his head, and continued writing.
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      Josie wandered to the end of the tree-lined cul-de-sac and admired the sleek modern flats flanked by terraced town houses, white-washed with shining metal Juliet balconies. Over-filled flower boxes were alive with an abundance of flowering plants. This was a snippet of the world she coveted. Deep down, she knew a place like this was where she truly belonged. During the reasonably uneventful journey, she couldn’t help but notice the change in landscape from concrete estates and boarded shops to high class businesses, wide expanses of fields, and the subtle smell of farm animals. As with the landscape, she couldn’t help but notice a significant change of passenger the further from town they travelled. Not a baggy-trousered baseball-cap-wearing youth in sight.

      Boarding the bus had been a split-second decision. Unsure of where to go, a lack of friends to contact and the solitude of her flat had felt less tempting than ever before. She’d walked the short distance across the ploughed-up ground separating the estate from the rest of civilisation. The more distance she put between herself and the estate, the more an invisible weight lifted from her shoulders. It was for that reason Josie continued her journey to the bus’s turn around point.

      If nothing else, she’d gained thinking time. A chance to reflect on the whole of the twenty-three-years she had already spent on this earth. She finally came to the conclusion that life could get better for her and Josh if she took control. Until now others had been in charge of her life. Her mother, Tyler, even Emily. By the time the bus pulled into the turn around point, Josie had made a decision. Her life began today, and she was the only person responsible for the type of life she led.

      The little white card’s delicate gold emblem sparkled in the late afternoon sunshine. Josie held it between her finger and thumb and studied the dark green calligraphy as she scanned her surroundings. The road was quiet for early evening, and Josie imagined families gathered together around tables overloaded with food, laughing together and sharing the events of the day.

      Josie stopped at the end of the road and walked the circular pathway until she paired the door number with the communal entrance name on the card. She pressed the buzzer and waited. When there was no answer, she crossed her arms and rubbed them with vigour to eradicate a sudden chill as the sun began to set.

      Unbelievable. She remembered seeing her thick jacket thrown over the bannister. So stupid, she thought and pulled her thin cotton jacket tighter round her body. She pressed the buzzer again, stamped her feet, and rubbed her hands together. The longer she waited, the more she doubted her own conviction. Weary, she wandered to a small wooden bench situated in the middle of a lush patch of grass frontage which ran the length of the flats. Josie sank onto it, slouched over, and began to contemplate her next move. She grinned. After only just deciding to get her life back on track, already there were obstacles in her way. There was nothing else to do but wait. She slipped her jacket off and wrapped it round her upper body as she snuggled down onto the hard upright bench, closed her eyes, and waited.

      Josie stretched, opened her eyes, and sat upright. She was unsure whether she had actually slept, although her stiff body suggested she had. When she first heard laughter and chattering, she panicked, rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands, and jumped to her feet. The giggling drew her attention to the two figures as they strolled in her direction.

      “I have never, for the life of me, understood the attraction. Right from the beginning when you first met him.” Delilah waited for a response and after receiving little else but a sigh, continued listing Albie’s faults. “Let’s face it—he’s ambitious, moody, demanding, and essentially, completely in the wrong job, considering his pedigree and breeding.”

      “You know you’re not helping. Haven’t you heard, trying to talk someone out of a relationship is one way of sealing their fate? In other words, you’re going the right way to push me straight back into his arms, dear Lilah.” Olivia giggled again at the thought.

      “This is generally a nice neighbourhood, wouldn’t you say, Liv?” Delilah said, distracted by the waif-like figure seated on the edge of the bench focused on their every step.

      “What do you mean?” Olivia followed Delilah’s gaze.

      As the figure moved towards them, Delilah took in her messy, matted blond hair. At closer scrutiny, they could see it shrouded a tiny pixie face, pale and ghostly. Round eyes too large for her face were framed by fair brows and lashes. She looked like a child whose mother had clothed her in ill fitting clothes thrown on in a haphazard manner. Recognition struck Delilah. This must be Josie Jeffries. Albie had warned her about the girl and just her look cried desperation.

      Delilah leaned towards Olivia and slipped her arm through her friend’s, guiding her away from the approaching girl.

      “Just ignore her,” she muttered almost to herself.

      “Olivia…Olivia Devine. It’s me, Josie Jeffries. You gave me your card.” She waved it in front of them.

      “Just keep walking, Olivia.” Delilah tightened her grip and held her other hand out for the key.

      “I need your help. I have to get my son back. I don’t know who else to ask.” Josie ran towards the women. Desperate to be heard, she pushed her body between Delilah and the door. “I’ve travelled a long way and waited for hours to talk to you. I’m desperate. Please, just give me ten minutes of your time.”

      “She has office hours, you know. Why can’t you be like all of her other clients and speak to her at work?” Delilah used her shoulder and shoved her out of the way, then unlocked the door.

      “I’m not a client of Miss Devine. I need advice and I need it urgently.” Josie barged between the women and held her hands, as if in prayer, in front of Olivia. “Please, just ten minutes?”

      Delilah looked from one to the other then led the way into the flat.

      “Go and sit down, I’ll make a pot of coffee.” She walked straight through to the kitchen. Without hesitation, she closed the kitchen door, filled the kettle, and pulled her phone from her handbag.

      “Hi Albie, you’re the last person I thought I’d be phoning. I know it’s late, but you need to get to Olivia’s asap. I think we have a problem.”
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      Albie paced to the centre of the incident room, stopped, pivoted, circled the space, and scanned the desks. As evening prepared to merge into the early hours of the morning, so activity decreased and his colleagues went off shift.  He slumped down at a desk and tried to process the information they’d collected so far. There was no doubt in his mind that Josie Jeffries was a link that they needed to investigate. Sure, she appeared to be a victim in a casual sense of the word. Perhaps you’d call her a victim by association. It didn’t really matter how her connection was defined. It was a connection. So far, she was associated in some way with two murder victims, a child who was released of his tongue while in her care, and an attack on a man she’d just parted with after spending an evening in his company. Now Miss Jeffries attracted other members of the criminal element from the estate, and they have been sniffing round her as if she were a bitch on heat.

      Albie clenched his fist and thumped the desk. The last place he wanted to visit was Olivia’s but if  that was where Josie had pitched her tent, he had no choice.

      The probability of him being missed at this time of night was slim. Even so, Albie scribbled a note for Tanya and Frank, then made his way to the underground car park and began his journey to Olivia’s new house.

      Life was strange, he concurred as he sat at traffic lights. If Olivia hadn’t being dragged into this investigation because of her connection with Mitchell, they may never have come into contact again. He didn’t understand why it bothered him that Olivia had chosen to move to a new home just ten minutes from his work, not too far from his home. Especially after his actions five years before. It was possible they’d trodden the same paths, breathed the same air, or even passed in the street without noticing.

      He pulled into the curb. He knew his betrayal had caused Olivia immense pain at the time, so the fact she’d chosen to move close enough to live parallel life to his own nipped at his own feeling. If he gave the subject too much thought, Albie’s natural instincts would wander into the realms of revenge being a reason for Olivia’s return. If nothing else her close proximity definitely held a touch of the macabre.

      Albie paced towards the end of the cul-de-sac, deep in thought. The well lit road was deadly quiet. The odd curtain twitched—dedicated members of the local neighbourhood watch aware of the onset of the security lights. He slowed, wiped his sweaty palms down the front of his trousers, and took a few deep breaths.

      The door flew open as he raised his hand to knock.

      “Oh good, you’re here.” Delilah’s mouth screwed up, forming a small rosebud. She squinted as if she’d just sucked a slice of lemon. “So glad you could spare me some time.” Her familiar sarcasm made him smile as he followed her inside.

      Two paintings adorned the cream walls in the hallway. Both looked like Picasso prints, but the titles escaped his memory. Delilah led him through the living area to a bedroom behind the second door on the right. Light splashed all areas of the lilac and cream room, offset by solid light pine furniture. He noted lidless lotions and perfumes scattered across the highly varnished dressing table. Items of clothing were draped over a chair in the corner and an unmade bed. He sat on the edge of the chair, careful not to lean back on the clothes, and watched the figure in front of him pace the floor—a reflection of his own movements back at the station.

      “What’s going on, Delilah? Where’s Liv now?”

      “First, you owe me an explanation.” She raised her hand to stop any argument. “Why’s it so important for Liv to stay away from this woman?”

      Albie pushed himself to standing. “Why, is she still here, now?” He reached around her to get to the door.

      “Don’t do that, Albie. Stop answering a question with a question. You asked me to look after her, although I’m not sure what from. It’s alright. We can talk. Liv’s in the bath and the woman’s asleep in the box room. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

      He leant back, perched on the edge of the dressing table, which dug into the back of his thighs, and crossed his arms.

      “Delilah, it’s an open investigation so there’s a limit to what I can share with you, or anyone.”

      “I’m not a total idiot.” She sauntered towards him, placed a hand on each thigh, and leaned forward between his legs like an intimate lover about to share a secret. Through gritted teeth, she whispered, “Is this woman a danger to Liv or not? You see, Liv is important to me. I know love and loyalty aren’t in your vocabulary, so I’m going to spell it out for you. Are you going to tell me everything or am I going to start removing appendages?”

      Albie felt the cool of the dressing table mirror through his shirt as he backed away from Delilah’s wandering hand, which hesitated just below his family jewels.

      “Shit, Delilah, back off.” Albie swung to the side, and lotions and perfumes fell to the carpet as he found his feet. “You win, alright. I’ll tell you what I can.”

      Delilah shuffled back, a smile etched her face and laughter lines creasing her skin.

      With one hand, Albie undid his top button and loosened his collar and tie.

      “The case involves violence towards victims, including two fatalities…”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. It’s been on the news, you know.”

      Albie raised his arms, palms forward. “It’s unlikely Josie’s a suspect, but she’s not ruled out. However, she is the one link we have between the cases.”

      “What do you mean, like a catalyst?”

      “Perhaps. I don’t think she’s dangerous, she just seems to attract trouble.”

      Delilah slumped in a chair in the corner of the room and leant forward, chin in hands.

      “So let me get this straight. This girl is a victim who courts trouble and you’re worried because Liv is a magnet for victims?”

      “In a nut shell, yes.”

      “So who exactly do you expect me to protect, Liv or this girl?”

      Albie looked into eyes brimming with accusations.

      “I get the cynicism, Delilah. Criticise all you want, but Liv’s welfare is important to me.”

      Delilah sprang to her feet and jabbed her finger at him.

      “You made it quite clear five years ago the importance she held for you. Where she ranked in your priorities. She always played second fiddle to your thriving career. So what’s changed?”

      “You’re right.” He lowered his voice. “I’ve always been a selfish prick. I was in over my head with that case. I saw the opportunity and took it.”

      “So you used my best friend as a scapegoat.” She was so close, he felt the spittle on his face when she spoke. His hands hovered automatically over his groin. “I had to watch your career thrive while Liv’s career crumbled. Almost ended.”

      “I made mistakes. I know you think I’m talking crap, but I had no choice. My hands were tied, and deep down I know Liv’s figured that out.”

      She tipped her head and studied his eyes. “You really don’t understand or care about the damage you caused. It’s business as usual with you.” She opened the bedroom door and waited for him to walk past. “You just get rid of the woman. Leave Liv to me. Hopefully this is the last time we’ll have to meet.”

      The cool air was a relief to Albie’s heated cheeks as he strolled the hundred yards to his car. He scanned the area and pulled out his phone.

      “Tanya, one more job for you before you knock off. Pick up Josie Jeffries from the address I text you. Take Henry with you”

      He shuffled his feet.

      “Well give her a choice. She can either go home or stay at the station over night. Either way, we’ll be questioning her in the morning about all these cases we have piling up. Oh, and Tanya. Keep the pick up address between us.”
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      Tanya Watts flicked sleep from the corner of her eye. She’d slept through for the first night since the attack on Frank and as a consequence felt exhausted. She gave her cheeks a slap and felt her blood rush. Pleased with the tinge of rose to colour her pallid skin, Tanya picked up a comb to tackle the tangles in her hair. She stepped from the lift, smoothed down the front of her uniform, and walked over the threshold of Josie Jeffries’ home.

      Unsure of the number of hours the team had been on the premises, she took in their jaded faces and limited conversation. At a guess, she’d say they’d be knocking off soon. Tanya stood in the doorway. Most of the activity appeared to be coming from the kitchen, where a gaggle of uniformed bodies was bagging up evidence. She managed to force a passage through the crowded space and catch the attention of the man in charge.

      “PC Watts.” A full-faced man with a Cheshire cat grin held out a chubby hand in greeting. “It’s been a while, Tanya.”

      “Sir,” she said, shaking his outstretched hand with the lightest of grips. “It’s good to see you. I thought you were working in Kent.”

      “No, this is the new me. New start, new role. Kent is behind me now.”

      “That’s great news, sir. It looks like we’re both fortunate to have been given a second chance after our time there.”

      She watched as he fiddled with the sticky labels, recorded, and packed the evidence bags. “Plenty of evidence then?” She nodded at the boxed items.

      “Ay, poor girl. I don’t think she’s been alone in any part of the house. Not in a long while.”

      Tanya picked up a minute metal gadget bagged and labelled. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She drew saliva from the back of her throat. “So he’s been watching her every move?” she asked without need of an answer.

      “Not just watching, Watts.” He offered her another device. “He’s listened to every conversation she’s had as well, whether in person or on the phone. This bloke’s a pro. He’s done this before. He knows her better than she knows herself.”

      She swallowed down the bile at the back of her throat and handed back the device, “Thanks, sir.” She slipped her mobile from her pocket and headed for the car.

      “It’s worse than we thought, Sarge. I’ll fill you in. I’m on my way back to the station now.”

      

      Josie slouched over the table in the interview room. She picked at a plate of half eaten toast and sipped from a plastic cup. She wrinkled her nose and protruded her tongue in distaste. Tanya recognised that reaction. The hot chocolate from the machine was drinkable, but that was about all. But in a police station, refreshments weren’t high on the list of priorities. She glanced at her watch and tapped her pen against the notepad. She leant forward until she could see the length of the corridor and thought about checking whether Albie was alright. He’d been in the gents for some time now and hadn’t looked that great when he disappeared inside. She’d give him five more minutes, then stroll to the door and holler.

      When he appeared, she stood away from the wall, took a breath, and took a few steps towards Albie. He’d tidied his hair, changed his shirt, hopefully put on more deodorant, and had splashed his face with water. Only they knew he hadn’t slept last night. He wore it well, she just hoped he could hold the façade together for the interview.

      Tanya had her hand on the door handle when Albie reached out and touched her arm.

      “Watts, wait a minute. Josie’s been advised to have a person present throughout the interview. Whoever’s on call will be here soon. So it gives us a few minutes to go in prepared. I’ll lead, but I need you to step in if she gets emotional.”

      Close up, Albie’s eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot. She wondered whether he should even be here, let alone lead the questioning, but she wasn’t ready to have that conversation with him. She was just grateful he’d given her permission to take over if needed. Traits of empathy and sympathy were not qualities Albie possessed in quantity.

      “Whatever you say, Sarge. So we read her rights but inform her that she’s free to leave at any time.”

      “Right. What we really need from Josie is a link of some kind that we haven’t spotted. Glad I’ve got my eagle eyes with me. If anyone’s going to find links, it’s you.”

      The door at the end of the corridor slammed shut.

      “Ah, DS Edwards. It’s been a while.”

      Albie smiled at the on-call solicitor and shook her hand.

      “Miss Soul. So glad you could join us. This is my colleague PC Watts. I’m not too sure if you two have met.” The woman in her late thirties glanced at Tanya over the top of her glasses, snorted, and gestured to Josie.

      “I’m sure you can give me five minutes to acquaint myself with my client.” Without waiting for a reply, she edged the door open and held out her hand. “Hello Miss Jeffries, I’m Clara Soul…”

      The officers watched the door close in their faces, and Albie smiled. “You’ve never had the pleasure then?”

      “Can’t say I’ve been fortunate enough to meet Miss Clara Soul before, no Sarge.”

      “All the more reason why you need to jump in if I get a bit heavy. Miss Soul fights dirty and she’s not a fan of mine.”

      The door opened.

      “Ready for you when you are, Sergeant.”

      They smiled at each other for the last time that day and marched into the room.

      While Albie went over the formalities, Tanya placed pictures of the three victims on the table. Their faces stared out up at Josie, all smiles and full of life.

      “Do you recognise any of the people in these photographs?”

      Josie nodded and dabbed under her eyes with an already damp tissue.

      “Could you answer the question aloud, Miss Jeffries?” Albie gestured to the tape recorder.

      “Yes.”

      “Can you tell me who these people are and how you knew them?”

      Josie dabbed around her nostrils and winced. Her nose, red and patchy, looked tender.

      Tanya pushed the box of tissues forward. “Take your time, Miss Jeffries. A sip of water?” She placed a cup in front of Josie and filled it half-way.

      Miss Soul muttered to herself and jotted something in her notebook.

      “Emily Dyer, Mitchell Dyer, and Tyler Duke.” She took a deep breath before making eye contact with Albie. “Emily was a close friend. Mitchell was a friend of my son’s and like a nephew to me. And Tyler Duke was my ex-husband.”

      “What’s your reason for questioning my client about these people?”

      Albie smiled at Miss Soul. “We’ll get to that in due course.”

      “You’ll get to it now, DS Edwards, or I’ll advise my client to leave. At the moment, you are wasting everyone’s time. Most importantly your own.”

      Albie drew his attention back to Josie. “Miss Soul is right, you are quite welcome to leave at any time. However, I know how much you want to help us find the person responsible for what happened to these people. Are you ready to continue?”

      “Yes.”

      Miss Soul put a hand on her arm. “Let’s make this quick and painless shall we, Sergeant?”

      “Can you think of any reason for the attacks on these people. Or do you have any idea who is responsible? Quick enough to the point for you, Miss Soul?” Albie ground his teeth and ignored the subtle nudge from Tanya.

      Clara continued to write on her notepad in an attempt to hide a smirk.

      “Look, I know all of these people well, but have no idea why they’ve been attacked. Emily was always getting in trouble and owed money down to her habit. Tyler, well, he was a bully and so were the people he knew. I have no idea about Mitchell. It’s probably the council rehousing child abusers, always on the Fennick Estate. It’s where they house all the scum. Then they act appalled when crime rises on the estate.”

      “So you don’t see any connection between yourself and what’s happened?” Tanya sat forward in her chair, and before Albie could stop her, continued. “Perhaps some new information will encourage you to give the questions more thought.”

      Miss Soul stopped jotting. Albie kept his eye on Josie, who dabbed her eyes and nose once more before settling her stare on Tanya.

      “I’m afraid there’s no easy way to say this, Miss Jeffries. This morning we got a warrant to enter your premises in connection with these attacks. We had to call off the search while a team came in and did a sweep of your maisonette for cameras and microphones after an officer found some in your living room.”

      Josie’s jaw dropped, her eyes widened, and she lifted her hands to her face. “So what are you saying? Someone’s been watching us at home?”

      “We believe their focus is you, Josie. Now is there anything they may have seen between you and any of the three victims?”

      Josie pulled more tissue from the box and tried to stem the tears that flowed freely now. “Emily and I have always rowed ever since she started using. It was generally about money or Mitchell.” She gulped down a breath. “The last time I took Mitchell from her flat, she’d passed out. I cleaned Mitchell up and she broke in and attacked and threatened me before taking Mitchell home.”

      “And Tyler?”

      “Every time he came round he’d attack me. Start a fight, say he wanted time with Joshua. You’ve got to understand what a narcissist he is…” She lowered her head and coughed. “I mean was. He just got a kick out of using me as a punching bag at every opportunity. Hence ex-husband.”

      “Mitchell?”

      “Poor kid. He didn’t ask to be born and has spent his whole life playing second fiddle to heroin. But he’s never hurt me. He just gets mouthy sometimes. Gets that from his mum.” Tears fell to the table from her chin and she slumped. All she wanted to do was cry herself out. By rights there should be no more tears left.

      Tanya smiled as Albie turned to her and winked before addressing Josie.

      “Thank you for your time, Miss Jefferies. All the devices have been removed from your flat. You are free to return home. Or perhaps we could phone someone for you?”

      “No phone calls.” Josie could just imagine the ‘I told you so’ look on Irene’s face if she asked to go back. “I’m fine going home.”

      Albie stood and held the door for all the women as they filed through. Miss Soul grinned at him, and he had to use every ounce of moral strength he had left not to let the door slam in her face.
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      Shadowing a shadow. Never an easy task, but Reggie knew it was necessary. He’d hidden from sight like a predator stalking its prey. He justified his behaviour by imaging himself as a modern day Philip Marlowe. A private investigator adept at following a lead while remaining undetected.

      Reggie sat at the corner table of a quiet café watching rain drizzle down the outside of a misted window. Steam escaped his hot mug of coffee, which he sipped while he pretended to scan the local paper. With one swipe of the arm of his raincoat, he cleared a semi-circle of the window so he could watch shoppers pass by. Most were in a hurry to get out of the rain, heads down, umbrellas angled low, and collars pulled up round their necks. A couple pushed through the door of the cafe an arm’s length from where he was sitting. The woman struggled with her brolly. She grabbed the metal stem with one hand, but the spring release caught her finger and she swore. Her friend muttered about the bloody weather and cheap umbrellas under his breath while he dripped on the floor and counter before sitting down and scanning the menu tucked between the condiments in front of him.

      Reggie took another sip of coffee, then turned his thoughts to the previous evening. When Nick had phoned to say he’d be late, Reggie had tried to fight the urge to go through his son’s room. He reasoned that if Nick wasn’t thinking clearly, he could go downhill pretty quickly and he didn’t want to be responsible for having him sectioned again. This time he had no qualms about invading his privacy. Reggie had taken the stairs two at a time. He’d been waiting for this opportunity since his son had moved back home and he wasn’t going to battle with a sense of morality now.

      As normal, darkness settled on the room like a cloak. The gloom was filled with boxes and technical gear. Nick loved to collect. Piles of magazines, plastic figures, old coins, stamps, sticks books, clothes from different decades, photographs, and bones. It was the obsession with bones which really freaked Reggie out. Obviously it was only animals, birds and fish. But even so, there was something macabre about his fascination. He scanned the room, bent to his knees, and dragged a large chest from under the bed and he threw the lid open. It was full of labelled and organised boxes and not for the first time, Reggie thanked whoever was listening that his son’s hoarding remained within the four walls of his bedroom.

      It was an hour before he came across the photograph, purely by accident. His hand had scraped against it while he was clearing away his mess. Reggie had looked down and seen the corner poke out from beneath the mattress. He didn’t know if it was inquisitiveness or chance, but he lifted the mattress and swept beneath. The photograph he held in his hand was the only one he’d found, but it was the only one he needed.

      Now, while he drained his coffee cup, the small photograph rested on the table in front of him.  Deep blue eyes stared back from an elfin face. Fine light brown hair curled around the light blush of cheekbones on pale skin. The index finger of his left hand traced the outline of her face, and his right hand felt for his wallet in his jacket pocket. From it he pulled a worn folded photograph. Placed next to the other image, it looked old and faded, colours murky in shades of brown, but there was no mistaking the likeness between the two women.  The face shape, eyes, lips, and even their hair, although one had a dated tight perm. It was true that if you were looking closely for differences you could find them, but they were few and subtle.

      He fiddled for change in his pocket and brushed away a tear that threatened to leave his eye. It had come as a shock to him when he’d first glimpsed her through the telescope. Reggie had thought it was a figment of his imagination. The therapist had said at the time it was possible that he would see Lana everywhere after her death, and he had, but never so clearly as now. Side by side, the pictures brought back an array of thoughts and memories, the sound developing into a crescendo, fighting to be heard in his head.

      Since Lana, he’d tried to live life in the here and now. He never looked back. Past mistakes stayed there. Reggie remembered exploding with aggression when psychiatrists had begun to prod around in his son’s head from a young age. He had strong views about not dredging up past events. They had no capacity to change.

      He shook his head as if it would erase images of the previous evening. Nick following the girl from the estate. Reggie following from a distance, hidden in shadows, crouched behind the bushes. Watching. Waiting. He hadn’t understood, not at first. Then he’d seen her, sashaying along the pathway. She giggled to someone on the other end of the phone, and Reggie was nineteen again. In love. It was in that moment fear had started to seep under his skin and whisper into his mind. And it hadn’t given him a rest all night. He knew he had to talk to someone, and he knew who. Leaving enough change on the table to pay for his order, he made his way towards the door, turned up his collar, slipped on his checked flat cap, and walked out and into the rain.
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      Brrrrring! The alarm only had to chant once this morning. Nick had been awake for an hour, had his breakfast, and was in the middle of watching his own personal TV show. He felt behind him on the bed until he found the mobile and switched off the alarm without taking his eyes from the screen. He was mesmerised. In the last half an hour, Josie had woken, washed, thrown on a thin silky dressing gown, and was now sitting at the dining table nibbling toast and sipping tea. He zoomed in and focused on the split at the front of her dressing gown, his eyes travelling to the apex of the material, close to her crotch. He licked his lips and made a silent plea for the sash to loosen. He’d come very close to an orgasm earlier as he’d watched her wash in the bathroom, her tactile caresses making his pleasure mount. Although he could make out her actions, grainy images dulled his experience. An unconscious movement drew him back to the screen. She’d raised her left foot, her heel rested on the edge of the chair. She drew one bare leg up and hugged it towards her chest.  Just this change of position gave Nick the view he’d been waiting for, and within a few minutes his orgasm was complete. This time there was no guilt. Only a desire for repetition.
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      “How could you miss this?” DI Masters grabbed the bulging manila file from the top of the cabinet, shook it at Albie, and slid it across the desk. He stuck out his hand to stop the bundle from careering into his stomach. He kept his head lowered and scanned the name, scribbled in faded black marker, on the file’s sleeve. LANA LANSBURY. He nibbled the skin at the edge his thumbnail and studied the string of woven paperwork.

      “Well?” she asked, this time through gritted teeth.

      “We didn’t miss it. Tanya looked into the caretaker after an anonymous caller tipped us off.” Albie pushed his chair back to stand.

      DI Masters pointed to the chair. “Where do you think you’re going? I haven’t finished with you yet. First, do you know who gave me the file? No? Well it was DS Fawn.” Albie clenched the arms of the chair. His knuckles whitened as he fought to keep a poker face. “Explain one thing to me. What is more important to you than solving this case? It better not be anything to do with Miss Devine, DS Edwards.” Albie hung his head and bit his lip. “I need fully committed officers working on this case. What I do not need is a repeat of five years ago.”

      She put both her hands on the table and leaned forwards, waiting for him to raise his head. “Now you need to take that file apart. Do. You. Understand?” She stood, picked her bag up from under her desk, unhooked her jacket from the back of the door, and left the room without a backward glance.

      Albie sat and mulled over the one way conversation and the accusations he’d just had to take. Thoughts intersected each other. His head felt close to boiling over as his anger rose. Questions bounced around his head. But above all, what the fuck was Tanya doing letting Fawn get her hands on the file before her? Of all people, Fawn wanted to see him suffer. She called him out on every order he gave or decision he made. Why did DI Masters have to bring up the past? She was the main reason Liv and he had spent so much time together on this case. With each question he had asked, heat had pricked his face and his jaw had tensed. He picked up the file and strode from his boss’s office to find Tanya.

      Tanya slouched over her desk, reading through interview notes taken from the original door to door inquiries. She felt his presence before she heard him and looked over her shoulder as Albie paced the corridor towards her.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said before he’d reached the work station. He bent his six foot body to sit on the cushioned office chair next to her own. “I was just half an hour too late.” She pointed to the file under his arm as he threw it down on the desk between them. “I had to see Frank…”

      Albie began to unknot the frayed string holding the file intact. “I hope you’re up for a late night.” He opened the file, handed her a pile of paperwork with a smile and a wink, then focused on ploughing through the contents.

      Tanya had just brought back their second cup of whatever she’d picked up from the machine. It could have been coffee or tea, even hot chocolate. They all tasted similar. The only drink he knew it wasn’t was the soup which tasted like a thick hot vegetable jelly with bits that resembled plastic herbs floating on an artificial froth.  Albie picked at the bulging manila file on the table, and his hands slipped into an inside pocket under the flap. Albie pulled an A4 envelope from the pocket and shook the contents onto the table. A strip of photos from a booth fell face up, and Albie picked it up and studied the pictures.

      Tanya caught the ghost of a smile touch his lips, but it vanished in an instant.  As if released from a spell, Albie dampened his bottom lip with his tongue and opened his mouth to speak.

      “Take a good look at this photo.” He said and pushed the image across the desk towards her. “Take your time and ignore the poor quality. Does it remind you of anyone?” She smudged the silky black and white print between her finger and thumb, then focused on the face staring up at her. She gulped a mouthful of drink, flipped the print, and read the hand-written inscription on the back. Margate, Aug ‘65 Lana.

      “Well. What do you think?”

      “This is some kind of joke, right?” She waited for an explanation. “It could be Josie Jeffries, in a time warp. Where did you get this? Is this Reggie’s wife?”

      “It looks that way.” He spread the rest of the paperwork across the table.  “Take a look at this.” He handed a hand-written statement signed by Andy Reynolds to Tanya.

      “I’m sure they said there were no witnesses or statements connected to Lana Lansbury’s death.” She scanned the page and began to read aloud.
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        * * *

      

      On the night of Lana’s death, we returned from a night class we both attended at Woolwich College at 9.30pm. I walked Lana to her door. She said she had a babysitter because Reggie was out. I think it was his darts night at the local. I said goodnight and kissed her cheek before heading home.

      It wasn’t until I reached home and unpacked my bag that I realised I’d picked up her notes as well as mine. I checked that Mary was comfortable, then headed back to Lana’s home at about 10.00pm.

      As I reached their window, I heard raised voices. I hesitated before I knocked on the door but when no one answered I slipped the paperwork through the letterbox then walked to the end of the balcony. It was then that I saw Reggie leave the maisonette and walk in the opposite direction. A few minutes later, he was rushing along the balcony knocking on doors asking for help. His voice echoed around the quadrant “My wife’s dead, someone’s killed my wife.”

      At the time, I thought it was odd that I thought I’d heard his voice raised in their home, but I also knew Nick, Lana’s son who was about four at the time, was at home. Reggie loved that boy, he wouldn’t have put him at any risk.

      It all seemed so bizarre. Reggie was surrounded with neighbours and out of the crowd, I knew some would support him and call the police. I decided I wasn’t needed and went home to prepare Mary for bed.

      “Great! And why do you think this wasn’t followed up?”

      Albie scanned the back of the envelope and scanned the list of items:
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        * * *

      

      
        	Statement of Andrew John Reynolds (Friday 7th November 1975) - Withdrawn (Monday 10th November 1975)
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        * * *

      

      “Strange, isn’t it?  Our man’s so sure of what he’s seen and heard at the house that he reports it to the police the next day. Yet over the weekend something made him change his mind.”

      Albie nodded. “Or someone. If it was a someone, they had the weekend to persuade him to change his mind. Is Harry Garrett still on the estate?”

      “He was. Shall I get him to pay Andy a visit?”

      Albie pointed to her phone. “Can’t hurt,” he said and flicked through the rest of the paper spread out on the table.
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      Familiar places always made Reggie feel comfortable. The journey from Blackheath to the crematorium was one he took often. It was a place he visited regularly, although generally when he felt inclined. Times that fitted in with the rest of his life. A man of routine, he needed to be in control of his movements and indeed his life, which had been disrupted more recently with the return of his son. ‘The Prodigal Son.’ He grinned to himself. Who would have thought that something taught in Sunday school forty years before would remain filed in his memory?

      The bus slowed, his knees hit the seat in front, and he reached out his hand to stop his body lunging forward. It came to a stop and waited while a queue of passengers struggled on board with shopping bags and buggies. He shuffled into the corner of the seat, his right side squashed against the window, to make room for a rounded young girl who gripped a struggling toddler and plonked down beside him. She pulled a crumpled tissue from her jacket pocket and jabbed blindly at the toddler’s face until she found his nose. The child wriggled in a desperate bid to escape, his body rigid as he screamed into her tissued hand.

      “Sit still ‘less you wanna clout.” The little boy stilled and whimpered at the sight of her raised hand. Pliable in her grasp, he gave up the struggle and accepted the attack on his filthy face.

      “Excuse me,” Reggie said already on his feet as the bus pulled in. The young woman snorted and twisted her body to face the aisle. She ignored the struggle of the older man as he clambered over her bags and tried to squeeze past her bulk. The bus began to pull away from the stop.

      “Can you wait, driver?” he shouted, leaning his hand on the request bell. The abrupt stop threw him into the side of the woman.

      “Watch what you’re doing, you clumsy sod. You’ll break the eggs.” The woman met his glare through a jagged greasy fringe. Anger bubbled in the pit of his stomach, colours flashed before his eyes, hues of reds into orange, and the pounding began. Throb…throb…throb. A steady pain grew with each pulse beat.

      Holding eye contact, he sneered. “Are you talking to me, scum bag?” His jaw ached from clenching his teeth. He lifted his foot and stamped on the bag she’d tried to slide under the seat. “Looks like you’ve got scrambled eggs for lunch.”

      “For fuck’s sake…” She begun then caught the look in his eye. She stopped, looked away, scanned the bus for support, and found none. She slid her bulk across the seat and stared out of the window. Reggie stared at the back of her head for a moment, then exited the bus with a smile on his face.

      Rubbish danced in the breeze. A sheet with forgotten news clung to his leg as he walked through the crematorium gates. He shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. The wind whirled, urgent in the openness of his surroundings. The chill slapped his face and assaulted the back of his throat with each gulp of air he took. He ducked into the first walled area and slowed his step. He was in a shiny plaque fortress devoted to generations of the dead. Reggie meandered between the neatly maintained gardens, relieved to find protection from the elements. He made his way around the brick maze and towards the familiar stone bench. He sat and bowed his head as if in silent prayer. His mind was a mess of warring thoughts when he all he asked for was a clear head.

      “Hi, Sweetheart. I know you’re wondering why I’m back here so soon.” He looked around before standing, then pulled a cloth from his coat pocket and began wiping the metal plaque as he continued. “I promised not to burden you on my visits, Lana, and I suppose I should keep that promise, but you know what it’s like an untold truth becomes a lie and the lies build up. I should have told you he was back home.” Reg sighed, slipped the cloth back in his jacket pocket, and backed away.

      “I thought he was okay. That things were better. I can’t keep it from you anymore. He’s doing it again, Lana. He’s…watching. It could be you, Lana. Her likeness to you is uncanny. I’m really worried. He’s shutting himself away again.”

      Reggie shuffled from one foot to the other. “I’ll do my best, Lana, I promise. You were always so much better with him.” He lowered his head and listened to the silence which was only interrupted by the occasional caw of a crow. Reg took a few steps towards the wall and rested his cheek against the cool metal plaque, relishing for a moment in the numbness that inched out across his face. He continued in a whisper, “You know I regret everything. I’ll always question what happened all those years ago. So much anger, lying, and suspicion crushed us in those final months. I’ve buried it all so deep that truth is distorted and blurred. Lana. I need your help. Always did…” Reggie buried his face in the palms of his hands. A young couple passed in silence, arms linked. Oblivious to his presence, they were immersed in their own personal grief.

      He fiddled with the flowers in the thin vase attached to the wall, then continued. “I’m going to say what’s on my mind, Lana. You’re not going to like this, but Nick’s obsessed with this girl. Remember how he was with you, trying to find ways to get between us? Well, he’s not getting away with it this time. It’s taken me so long to admit our son is ill. He’s unstable. But he’s not going to hurt this girl. I’m gonna protect her, just like I should have protected you.” Reggie leaned his forehead on the plaque, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, Lana.” His kiss lingered on the engraved letters of her name. Reggie wove his way through the concrete maze and looked towards the gates in the distance. The path, flanked by gravestones, resembled an evolving cobble scaled snake, alive in the gloom of the early evening. Reggie glanced at his watch. He had ten minutes until the next bus home.
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      The whistle from her phone jolted Josie from her unwanted thoughts.

      She had spent the last half an hour contemplating contacting Olivia, against the strict instructions of DS Edwards. He had made it quite clear that she was Mitchell’s social worker, and as such was out of bounds. It was a sad fact, however, that her jumpiness at the slightest sound, the pounding and tightening in her chest, had worsened since her altercation with the thugs on the corner. She didn’t want time to think because she’d have to acknowledge that she’d never felt so alone. Josie could only conclude that from whichever angle she approached her situation, she came to the same conclusion. Anyone she came into contact with suffered in some way, and the fortunate were lucky to be alive.

      Why? She had no idea. They just did.

      Josie picked up her phone, looked at the message, and rang the number.

      “Mum. Is Josh okay?” she asked before her mother could speak.

      “He’s fine, just missing his mum. We’re packing his things. We’ll be with you in half an hour.”

      “No. He can’t come home, not yet.”

      “What are you talking about, Josie? Look, if this is about our little disagreement the other day, I may have been a little harsh. You know how often I say things in anger then regret them later. I didn’t mean to upset you. Josie, he’s missed you, he needs his mum.”

      Josie dropped to her knees. If she ever needed Irene to be a supportive parent, it was now.

      “It’s not about the phone call. Josh needs to stay with you. It’s not safe here. Please, Mum, for once do as I say. No questions asked.”

      An unbearable silence hung between them.

      “Can you be any more dramatic? Be honest with me, have you made some plans which don’t involve Josh? I hope not, young lady…”

      Josie hissed into the mouthpiece interrupting her mother’s outburst.

      “Listen. I think I’m being watched.”

      Silence.

      “It’s a feeling, nothing I can prove, but someone is watching me. It’s been going on for at least a few days now. But this morning I’m convinced someone was in the flat.” The memory of her subtle search for hiding places that morning crept to the forefront of her mind, and she made a conscious note to plan another sweep of the flat at her next opportunity.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you? Look, come home for a while. Contact the police.”

      Josie said a silent thank you to her mum.

      “I’m not going to bring you into this. The police are already aware and investigating, although they can’t do much.”

      “Shall we just come to visit instead? Josh has been so upset. He really needs a cuddle with his mum.”

      Josie listened to her son beg in the background. After speaking to Joshua for a short time, she relaxed and came to a compromise.

      “Okay, Mum. We could meet out in the open. Perhaps the park behind the flats?”

      An agreement reached, they said her goodbyes.
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        * * *

      

      Josie spotted her mother in the distance. Her brisk step was intentional compared to Josh’s weaving jog. From a distance, her mother looked focused on her destination. Low grey clouds had brought a gloom into what had started as a sunny, though chilly day. The area was deserted. By two in the afternoon, most people had finished lunch and were back in work, and it was an hour before the school run when mothers everywhere were indulging in the last hour of peace they expected to have until their little ones were tucked up in bed. Both sides of the road were dense with trees which were holding onto leaves until the winds kicked off and the rain joined in with the fun.

      Josie lost sight of her mother as she took Joshua’s hand and led him to the curb.

      She heard the screech of tyres before she saw a blue ford mount the pavement. A crunch and scream, intense and shrill, travelled in the air. Josie pumped her arms and rushed towards a figure bent over a mound of clothes on the floor.

      “Josh…No. Josh,” she screamed, but her own screams mingled with the crunch and scream that still echoed in her head.

      In the distance, she saw the figure stand and turn towards her, but instead of waiting for her to reach them, they opened the car door and drove away with the screech of excel-oration and the squeal of tyres. Josie ran through exhaust fumes and threw herself to her knees in front of the bundle on the pavement.

      “Mum?” Josie pressed her hands over a gash under her ribcage with one hand and pulled out phone with the other. “It’s alright, Mum. You’re going to be fine.” She listened to her mother whimper throughout the call, all the time scanning the pavement for Josh.

      “Josh, it’s okay. It’s safe now. You can come out of your hiding place.”

      Josie watched her son inch his way out from under a parked car until he could stand. But he didn’t stand; instead he crouched. His body shook as he twisted his head back and forth with startled eyes and a facial tick like a rabbit on the lookout for a fox.

      “Over here.” She held out a hand to her petrified son, all the time keeping pressure on the wound. Her mother had stopped whimpering, but she still had a pulse. It was faint but it still beat.

      Josh looked from Josie’s outstretched hand to the bundle on the ground. Red surrounded her head, the same red of the blouse she wore. For a moment she looked half-dressed. He shook his head and shuffled nearer to the car he’d hidden under.

      “It’s okay, Josh. People will be here soon to help. An ambulance will be here soon. You’ve always wanted to ride in an ambulance. That will be fun.”

      Josh shuffled towards her again.

      “Nana?” he asked as he backed into her eyes fixed on the park and people come out of their houses and offer help. Josie looked back towards the still body of her mother.

      “Nana’s sleeping,” she answered as she kissed the top of his head and tightened her hold on him as his face scrunched and he began to sob, soft helpless sobs.
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      Charlie Myers turned to the duty solicitor. “So what ya sayin’, are they letting The Rattler out or not?”

      “Well, as it stands, they have yet to charge Mr Sully; however they are within their rights to keep him at the station a while longer.”

      “Look, he’s done nothing wrong. My girlfriend’s friendly with lots of blokes. She ain’t gonna press charges or be a witness to nothing, so what’s the problem?”

      The solicitor took a step back to counterbalance the intrusion of his personal space. “Mr Myers, like I said he has not been charged as yet. There is the rather obvious question mark over his involvement in the attack on a police officer to consider.” Charlie shuffled his feet, shook his head, and opened his mouth to interrupt. The solicitor raised his hand and continued in haste. “If there is evidence to link him to the incident, have no doubt, he will be in serious trouble. The best way for you to help him now would be to confirm his alibi.”

      Charlie studied the man before him. He was older than Charlie, just by a few years. In fact, he could have sworn he’d attended his old comprehensive school. It was amazing what a bit of luck, a suit, a briefcase, and degree could do for you. After a few minutes of contemplation, Charlie turned and walked away.

      “You want a cuppa tea, Elsie?” Charlie turned to his left at the soft, carefree voice he knew intimately. “Elsie, it’ll calm your nerves. Sit over there and I’ll get you one.” He watched Chloe feed coins into the machine, then carry the drink in her shaky hand to where Elsie sat. “There you go.” She smiled as Elsie’s bulbous fingers cocooned the plastic cup. “It’ll be over before you know it. It’s for the best. Just tell ‘em what you saw. It’s all you can do Els.” She gave her arm a reassuring pat, then balanced her backside on the edge of a hard plastic chair. Elsie mumbled her thanks, then retreated into silence.

      Chloe didn’t question the silence. Elsie was deep in thought, trying to remember every detail of that night, whereas Chloe wanted nothing more than to forget. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw her sister’s swollen face, disfigured, beaten beyond recognition. However harrowing that image, it was outweighed by the fear in her eyes when a hand reached out to comfort her. That was unbearable. Her strong, on occasion vicious, sister scared beyond belief—that was the real image she wished to erase. She was also aware that whoever was capable of that kind of damage needed a wide berth.

      “Miss Soren, come this way please.” Elsie clambered to her feet and followed with Chloe’s help.

      Chloe waited until the door closed, then headed for the open window. She felt in her pocket for her cigarettes but wrapped her fingers around a lighter instead.

      “You want one of these?” Chloe froze. The voice was unforgettable. Once it had sounded like a seductive melody, now a hypnotic snake’s hiss. Fear bubbled inside her like a silent scream. And she was furious at her inability to confront her sister’s assailant. There was so much she’d planned to say to him, but now he was here. Nothing. Chloe didn’t put up a fight when Charlie dragged her from the police station. Instead she’d let him guide her from the police station, and into a grimy back alley three streets away.

      “Here‘ll do.” Charlie grabbed her shoulder and shoved. Chloe flinched as the jagged concrete pierced her skin.

      She muffled a cry. “What’s wrong. Chloe? I thought you liked it rough…just like ya sister. What d’ya reckon?” he said as he angled his shoulder and pressed into her. She choked and gulped for air, wincing as he rammed his elbow into her ribs. Bile intruded into the back of her throat. She screwed her eyes shut and instigated a feeble attempt to keep his probing fingers at bay. Charlie fumbled under her jacket then, blouse, delving further until his fingers clamped her nipple and he squeezed.

      “Ah, don’t ya like it?” he said, sealing her mouth and nose with dirt streaked fingers. “No point screaming, slut. No one’s gonna disturb a couple getting each other off.”

      Chloe stilled. He slid his hand over her hip, then drew back without warning. Chloe squirmed from his touch, her scream lost on the breeze as her cheekbone exploded under the blow from Charlie’s fist. He lurched forward. “Dirty cow. I was there, remember? IN the boiler room. It wouldn’t take much for the police to put you in that boiler room with the kid.” he spat, used his fist again, dodging the splatter of vomit that sprayed the pavement. She gasped, desperate to fill her lungs and erase the excruciating pain settled in her stomach.

      Charlie backed off, studied the blood as it dripped from Chloe’s face, the enhanced lump across her cheekbone, and the telltale tears she attempted unsuccessfully to hide. He’d bled her of her spirit. He stepped back from Chloe and watched with pleasure as she crumpled to the ground. Power and aggression mingled in his smirk. He slowed at the end of the alley. “That was just a taster of what’s to come if you or that fat cow tries to fuck with me again, Chlo.” Then he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for coming in, Miss Soren.” Albie dragged a chair away from the desk and gestured to Elsie to sit. “Can we get you a tea, or coffee perhaps?” Elsie glanced at a cup filled with grey liquid and shook her head. Instead she concentrated on the painful descent into the plastic chair.

      “Firstly, Miss Soren, can you explain why you’re here?” He gestured to the recorder. She cleared her throat, winced at the pinch of the chair on her thighs, and addressed the microphone.

      “I’m the anonymous caller from earlier. I know I should’ve come in before, but I was scared.” PC Watts smiled and nodded for her to continue.

      “It was what happened to Chloe’s poor sister. That’s what changed my mind. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

      “Take your time, Miss Soren. Tell us what happened.”

      “I like to keep my eyes open. You have to be a good citizen, right? It’s always the same. Empty flats are like magnets to scum. It only took a couple of days before they swarmed. Drinking, causing damage. Drugs and god knows what else.”

      Albie raised his hand to silence her and tried to stop his involuntary foot tapping. “Can we get to the incident you witnessed two nights ago, Miss Soren?” Elsie frowned, stared towards the top righthand corner of the room, and raised her eyebrows before nodding as if receiving instructions from an invisible source.

      “She was there then, Chloe’s sister, pulling the boards off the windows and climbing through to the flat.” Albie pressed down on his knee to keep his leg still.

      “Who was she with?”

      “First she was alone. It was when she climbed out and ran along the balcony that the other two turned up. That’s when it got nasty. Her boyfriend, the one Chloe’s always on about, Charlie I think his name is. He started slapping her about, but she fought back, put up a good fight until that tall, skinny bloke grabbed her. He’s the one that carried her back into the flat.” Elsie caught the look in Albie’s eyes and lowered her gaze.

      Albie placed his hands on the desk, and in one movement pushed the chair back and stood over her. He focussed his glare on her thinning scalp. “And you didn’t think this was important enough to report at the time?”

      Elsie concentrated on the grey marbled piece of gum stuck to the leg of the desk. Her response was a bare whisper. “I told you, I’m not a grass.”

      “A girl was raped and a police officer badly injured, and that’s your response, ‘I’m not a grass.’” He shook his head in disbelief and made for the door.

      “He was there as well, the other day…Had some girl with him.”

      Albie stopped, took two strides towards Elsie, and crouched, meeting her red veined stare. “Who was there, Elsie?”

      “You know. That caretaker’s son. The one that’s come home, lost his job apparently. Chloe reckons he’s a good-looking bloke. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, just thought he was helping his dad out.”

      “Did you see the girl? Do you know who she is?”

      “I’ve seen her around. Trouble that one. Don’t know who she is though.”

      Albie began to pace.

      “What do you mean trouble?” PC Watts asked, trying to ignore Albie’s growing impatience. “Would you recognise her if you saw her again?”

      “Drugs. That’s the kind of trouble she was in. I really don’t know how her friend put up with her. It was probably because of the boys.”

      “Boys?”

      “You know, that nice young woman who was looking after the boy I found in the lift, her friend.”

      Before PC Watts could respond, Albie slammed his fist against the wall, leaned into the door, and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      The waiting room was empty when Elsie was finally released from the stark, claustrophobic interview room. She looked at the large clock face hung on the wall. Time had stood still. Fancy displaying such a useless item in a waiting room! A soft laugh escaped her lips. She waited for what seemed like ten minutes, then headed towards the small dated foyer and out though the double doors. At the top of the worn stone steps, she stopped and scanned the street.

      Chloe leaned against a rounded stone column that jutted out from the side of the building, one leg bent back, her foot resting on the base of the concrete column for balance. Elsie studied her, unnoticed. Her hair, matted at the back, was clumped together in a gooey mess. White tracks had etched a trail through a thin coating of dirt ground into her face. She stared ahead, unperturbed by the noise and movements which surrounded her. Elsie noticed Chloe wince as she used hesitant fingers to dab a reddened swelling on her cheekbone, then pressed the swell of flesh forming under her eye. Thick inflamed welts were visible on the inside of her arm, as was the gouged trail up her inner thigh that disappeared under the hem of her tight micro skirt.

      Elsie negotiated the steps and made a slow painful decent.

      “Chloe, what on earth has happened to you?”

      Chloe pushed off the column. Tears threatened as she yanked at the tiny piece of cloth she called a skirt.

      “Come here.” Elsie opened her arms like a giant teddy bear. Chloe hesitated, but only for a moment before being drawn into her crushing embrace. And in that moment, she let herself become a child again. Elsie wrapped one hand around the back of Chloe’s head. She grimaced as Elsie studied the dark, sticky blood that clung to her fingers. “We’re going to report this. Come on.” A new sense of lawfulness bubbled inside her for the first time since her mother’s death. Chloe resisted. But her own strength was futile in the grip of this gentle giant.

      “No.” She struggled to wriggle from her grip. “He’s probably watching us now.”

      Elsie loosened her hold and made a casual observation of people around them.

      “What do you mean watching us? Do you know the person who did this to you?”

      Chloe nodded. “We must go home. He’s threatened both of us, Elsie. This isn’t a game. He means what he says.” She looked up into Elsie’s eyes, her own filled with terror. “Please, can we go now?!” Chloe helped Elsie down the last few steps away from the police station. Elsie’s only thought now was to protect this vulnerable child in her care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie paced the length of the corridor. The quick of her nails bled from constant chewing. She checked her phone for the sixth time in as many minutes. What more could she do? She sniffed and wiped her cheek on the cuff of her grubby, grit-marked shirt. No texts or missed calls. Her father should have made contact by now. She held back an involuntary hiccup and tried to control the sobs that threatened to escape the depths of her heart. How would she tell him? It would destroy her father. Irene had been his life, he adored his wife. A cool clammy sheen of sweat coated her face, and droplets crept down her neck and across her collar bone. She bent forward and sipped refreshing bubbles of water from the fountain. She caught some in the palm of her hand and splashed her face and the back of her neck. Josie pressed her Pin into her phone screen and scrolled through her contacts. She hesitated, stared at the screen, then pressed connect.

      “Josie, is that you?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “What’s wrong? You sound distant.”

      Her grip on the phone tightened. The whites of her knuckles protruded, and she had to make a conscious effort to relax her hold.

      “It’s my mum, Olivia. She’s dead.” Her words hung on the air. “Josh has a few scrapes and bruises. They’re patching him up now. I don’t know what to do. Dad’s not answering his phone and…there’s nobody else.” Sobs of realisation bubbled in the back of her throat. Her stomach ached from all the crying.

      “I’m on my way. Stay put, Josie, and keep trying your dad.”

      Josie leant into the wall and slid down until she hunched to the floor. Her shoulders shook, and the inevitable loss of control overwhelmed her. Hysterical laughter exploded like a volcanic eruption from the depths of her soul and the laughter dissolved into silent sobs.
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        * * *

      

      Frustration was the emotion of the day, Albie decided after he received a call from his boss. The caretaker’s son had done a disappearing act, and as a result of a direct order from above, he’d been asked to leave the estate and return to the car park of his least favourite place. He viewed the dull concrete building with disgust. Hundreds of windows, each shielded from the sun by dark blinds, looked down on him like eyes wearing sun glasses. He detested the place, and yet in the last few days he’d spent more time here than at work. Nurse Coot looked over the rim of her glasses, smiled, and pointed towards the children’s ward without him opening his mouth. That wouldn’t happen unless he was becoming a fixture and fitting, he thought. Albie followed the signs as he slipped his identity card inside his jacket pocket and waited for a wheelchair user to navigate the corner.

      Josie sat on the end chair. Her bent body shook and her hair covered her face. Her blond head was buried in a woman’s comforting embrace. People scurried around him while he took his time to absorb the scene. Trapped by obligation, he fought back the anger that simmered in his thoughts and continued along the corridor towards the oblivious pair.

      “Josie.” He crouched in front of her on the floor and placed a comforting hand between her shoulder blades. Neither woman acknowledged his presence.

      “Josie, it’s DS Edwards. I need to talk to you about the attack.”

      “Selfish bastard.” Olivia spat between clenched teeth. “Her mother’s dead and her son’s been hurt. A little tact wouldn’t go amiss. Have you any ideas what she’s been through?”

      Albie rose to his feet, moved to her right, and dropped into the seat next to her. He tilted his head and leaned in like a passionate lover.

      “Lovely sentiment, Liv. You’ve probably forgotten, but I have a killer to catch. I’m not blessed with enough time to practise civility. I’ll leave the empathy to you.”

      He rose. “Now let me do my job.” He knelt before the woman’s unresponsive body. “Josie, you can help me find this monster. But you need to talk to me”

      Olivia leant closer, coaxed her to raise her head, and whispered in her ear.

      “You need to listen to his questions. You could be a great help.”

      “When you went to meet your mother and Josh, did you recognise the car? The person driving? Anything? Did your day follow a pattern of any sort? Was anybody aware of where you were going?”

      Albie watched as she struggled to lift her face in alignment with his. Her eyes, puffy and red, were empty of life. She opened her mouth to speak, but her voice had given up. The wobble of her bottom lip sent her into a silent hysterical meltdown. He’d lost her.

      Albie clasped her shoulders in the firm grip and shook her.

      “Josie this is important. You must talk to me now if we’re to have any chance of catching this maniac. Josie?”

      “That’s enough.” Olivia grabbed the arm closest to her and shoved him off balance. She stood and stooped over him. “I think we need to talk.” Not waiting for a reply, she headed for the double doors knowing that Albie would follow.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked squeezing her shoulders as tightly as he had held Josie’s. “This is a murder investigation. You’ve no right to interfere. If I don’t get some information from her now, the chances are we can forget finding her mother’s killer.”

      Olivia inhaled and held her breath, self-control sifting through her like sand in a timer. She raised her eyes to his and whispered.

      “Listen to yourself. You’re scaring her. You’re forcing her to retreat inside herself. She’s been exposed to her fourth traumatic experience in as many days.” She kept eye contact, desperate to be understood. “Albie, her mother is dead, and her son is hurt. She’s losing her grip on reality, and you are about to tip her over the edge.”

      He released her shoulders and walked backwards in the direction of the waiting room. “I don’t have time for this hearts and flowers crap.”

      Olivia followed. “Wait, let me speak to her first.” He shook his head and continued through the doors. She caught up with him. “Albie, please.” She held onto his shirt sleeve.  “At least let me try. What harm can it do?”

      Olivia’s frown pinched two lines above her nose and she begged for him to listen with her pout. Manipulation was a game she played well.

      “You’ve got ten minutes before I take her to the station. I won’t change my mind, so you can cut the sweet and innocent act.”

      Olivia mirrored Albie’s actions and knelt before Josie’s slumped body and tried to think of ways to engage her enough to want to respond to her questions. She covered her trembling hand with her own and began in a whisper.

      “DS Edwards is right, you know. He does need some answers to questions, otherwise the person who committed these horrendous crimes will have a greater opportunity to keep the police at arm’s length.” She paused in hope of a reaction, an acknowledgment, perhaps, of Olivia’s presence. Her grip tightened around Josie’s elbows.

      “I can’t begin to know how you are feeling. All the awful events, they have one link. You, Josie.  You’re the person who can help catch this monster.” She leant forward and help her empty gaze. “Do you want someone else to die? Because it will happen. Talk to DS Edwards. Give him a chance, but you must talk now.” Olivia waited. The motion of the second hand on the wall clock announced that time was almost up. She released Josie’s hand and leant on a chair as she began to stand.

      “Okay, I’ll talk to him.” Her whispered voice rooted Olivia to the spot. Josie raised her head and continued, “I’ll answer any questions.” Olivia patted her shoulder and gave her what she hoped was a reassuring smile and went in search of Albie.
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      Tanya leaned against Albie’s black BMW and reread the text messages she’d received within seconds of each other.

      FRANK’S OUT OF DANGER…ALL GOOD :)

      BE BACK SOON, TRYING TO GET JOSIE TO TALK.

      Tanya looked at her phone. It was 6.30. She’d waited an hour already. She drained the last of the tepid water from the bottle, checked the car doors were locked, and headed to the main entrance. She threw the empty bottle at a bin and missed. Her knee clicked as she crouched to pick it up and place it in the bin. Straightening, she continued. Only one door was in use. Most people using the main doors were polite enough to take turns, so an unexpected shoulder barge knocked her off balance. No apology from the man responsible. He kept his head bowed, hands deep in pockets. He didn’t even respond when she shouted after him to be careful. She watched him rush across the forecourt and into a blue ford in the car park two rows up from Albie’s BMW. An uneasy flutter nagged her stomach. A hunch, nothing more. At most a hint of recognition. “Bloody rude man,” she said under her breath before continuing inside to find Albie.

      “Anything, Sarge?” Tanya jogged to keep up. Two of her strides were the equivalent of one of Albie’s.

      “Dark blue Ford Estate.”

      “And the driver?” Tanya slipped into the passenger seat.

      “Vague. Either a large man or a well built woman. Short dark hair or a dark hat. She was in shock, still is.”

      “So what now?”

      “There’s just something I want to follow up.” Albie merged in with the flow of rush hour traffic.

      “Are you willing to share?”

      Albie didn’t have to look to see the sarcasm on her face when it dripped so easily from her mouth.

      “Josie recognised the car as a similar type and make of car our Mister Lansbury senior drives. Although she couldn’t be certain.”

      A shiver played up Tanya’s spine, her throat tightened, and her voice hitched. “Sarge. That’s it. That’s who that bloke reminded me of in the hospital.”

      “What bloke?”

      “Oh, some guy in a hurry. He barged into me on his way out. Got into a dark car. Definitely an Estate.”

      Tanya rifled through her handbag until she found her notebook and started to scribble as Albie indicated towards the estate.
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        * * *

      

      Nick rubbed his temple with his finger. Pressure had built throughout the day. If he was really honest, the dull thud had started a while ago in anticipation of release. He glanced across the wide chasm of the quadrant to the empty flats. The gang had started to use them as dens for all kinds of illegal practices. He watched the blond guy on the corner exchange something with a young girl. The girl, although well-developed, was a gangly adolescent. She giggled as he pushed her against the balcony, moved in to kiss her, and groped her breast. She squealed and wriggled from his grasp. He laughed, tipped his head back, and caught the dregs from a beer can in his open mouth.

      “Next time, Kels. I’ll have ya next time,” he shouted after the retreating figure.

      Nick shoved his hands in his pockets. He would have to wait until morning until he could get into the flats again. The kids that hung around outside appears with the sunset like vampires. His pace quickened as he got closer to home. He hoped the latest images waiting for him on his laptop would help him settle. His heart rate increased, and an intense need raged in the pit of his stomach as he fumbled to unlock the door with clammy hands. Nick took the stairs two at a time. He slowed at the top at the sight of his bedroom door ajar.

      Reggie knelt on the floor, surrounded by photos unable to look his son in the eyes. Both remained frozen and silent like a photograph. A time when unspoken words and thoughts become reality. Each awaited the other’s response.

      Reggie groped for support. His joints creaked and protested as he attempted to rise. He dismissed the need to ask questions. Instead he lowered his head, pushed past Nick, and walked from the room.

      “Dad.”

      Reggie didn’t stop. Instead he raised his hand. “Don’t,” he said. “I’m not ready to listen to any type of explanation you think you have to rationalise those photos.”

      “But…I care about her…” Reg stopped and shook his head.

      “I’m serious, Nick. I can’t hear this, not now.”

      Nick scoured the images scattered across the rug and tried to assess the damage his carelessness had caused. His eyes bulged in time with the pulse thudding in his head. He loosened his fisted hands and watched the blood pump through the blue veins that stood out in anger. Anger at his Father. He snooped in his grown son’s room. If he didn’t like what he saw, tough.  He gathered the photos into a neat pile, sat on his bed, cushioned his back with pillows, and drawled over each picture each with an eager eye. He tried to imagine what they’d looked like to his father. Her naked body taken from different angles, without any knowledge of being watched. That was the very reason they were beautiful to him. They were natural, and she was uninhibited. That was their beauty.

      Light bounced from the bath water and sharpened the outline of her inner thigh. It gave the illusion of substance, reality. He narrowed his eyes and grazed the outline with his thumb. desire built so acutely his surroundings hazed. Self gratification his immediate aim, he gave in to his inner need. All he was conscious of was the throb pulsing though his body and her image. Photographs had become less gratifying. Still he smiled. He still had the videos of the day to scan through.

      Nick moaned, felt for his neck, and massaged small circles with his fingertips. This was the second night in a row he’d fallen asleep covered in photos, half supported by pillows, staring from an awkward angle at the flickering screen. He squinted through a slit between his eyelids and removed his jeans. Photos were scattered over the floor and a couple stuck to his bare feet as he settled down under a quilt and rearranged his pillows.

      The ability to establish a hold on reality had always been a problem for Nick. As he tossed and turned, he thought how unfair it was that others appeared to grasp reality without too much effort. When he lost his grip, the only way to regain control was in tablet form.

      For as long as he could recall, he’d been labelled. Post-traumatic stress, mental illness, whatever label they stamped on him at the time. It shaped the person he became. The person he hated.

      The brain has a complex structure, he’d been informed on numerous occasions by well-meaning physicians. As was his memory. Apparently it had gaps. When he was very young this used to make him think of the announcement at the train stations: Mind the gap, and he used to laugh out loud until he realised no one else found it funny. He grinned at the thought of how many experts had shared their opinions after picking about in his brain.

      As far as Nick was concerned, his memory was anything but complex. He remembered the night his mother died. He remembered the quiet before the shriek, then the mingled voices, shouts descending to whispers.

      Forgiveness was scarce, especially for his actions. He remembered how he had scurried away like a frightened rodent while his mother met her death. Of course he wanted to keep these memories suppressed. Memories of cowardice and fear. He wasn’t going to share these with anyone despite the careful, intricate attempts to unpick his well-hidden past.

      Nick reached for a cluster of pill bottles on the bedside table. The alarm clock read 03.10. He groaned. Another endless night, he thought. A brief glance at the laptop showed an absence of movement from any of the rooms on display. Relaxing, he took two tablets from a small bottle and pushed a larger oval tablet from foil packaging. He washed them down with a few gulps of water. He lay back on the pillows and closed his eyes against the night.
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      Twelve hours had passed since Elsie’s well-meaning visit to the police station. She stroked Chloe’s feathery blond hair and inched her body to release pressure from her thigh and change the position of the dead weight of Chloe’s sleeping torso. Elsie had never been a mother, not even come close. Yet, since arriving at the flat, she had calmed, soothed, reassured, and comforted Chloe. It was probable that this was the closest to a mother and daughter bond either of them had experienced in their entire lives.

      At some point during the twelve hours, Elsie had made some decisions about her life. If asked at what point the decisions had been made or to associate them to a certain trigger, she would have had difficulty pinpointing that defining moment. All she knew was she’d been a victim and coward all of her life. Trapped in her own home, an isolated prisoner by design. Well not anymore. She lifted Chloe’s head and shoulders with ease and inched across the sofa, grabbed the cushions she could reach and replaced her bulk with the soft foam-filled cushions. Waited. Inhaled two long draws on her puffer and began the painful progress of manoeuvring her bulk from the seat with the help of an armrest and her mothers’ wooden Charlie Chaplin cane.

      Elsie buttoned her coat up to the collar. She took a last look around the kitchen, checking plugs, lights, and window locks—a security routine enforced by her Mother since she was a child and one she would no doubt continue to the grave. She stood a scribbled note against an empty vase on the kitchen table with Chloe’s name printed clearly on the front. The slow rhythm of dripping water hit a beat on her empty cup in the sink. She tightened the tap. Finally, without a second thought, she leant across the cluttered work surface and drew a metal knife from a large wooden block. She watched in fascination as the light hit the pointed tip before she slipped it into her already bulging handbag and headed out into the sharp early morning air.

      

      Elsie leaned her whole bulk against the rough brick wall of the flat adjacent to her own. The walk had been short yet painful. Her limbs ached, and she fumbled for her inhaler. The breaths she took were shallow and hurried. She shook the inhaler and cursed. If there was any medication left in the little tube, it was no longer effective. She eyed the sleepy windows of the quadrant. It was early morning and most normal people were waking up to alarms and preparing for work.

      Not on the Fennick Estate. Just as she thought. Here even the babies lay in. They soon learned that their cries attract angry, aggressive parents, and at best went unheard. This was the best time of the day for Elsie. She was free to leave the house without the stares and abuse. She was confident she had the upper-hand over her neighbours. If she wanted to make an impact, this was the time to catch them unaware.

      She straightened her stance to her full body height and slammed the knocker with assertive force. Then waited. She listened for an indication of movement from behind the door. Nothing. She knocked again. The flesh of her underarm wobbled from the vibration. The door swung open.

      “Do you know what the time is? You…Elsie Soren?” Andy scanned his eyes over the bulk filling the doorway. “I rarely see you out and about.” He continued to stare, pulled his dressing gown over his holey vest and boxers, then flattened the wisps of hair he used to disguise his bald patch. “Can I help you?”

      Elsie moved forward. “Andy, it’s been a long time. Too long.” She waved him to the side with her hand and pushed past him into the gloom of the untidy living area.

      “May I sit?” She gestured to a pile of clothes strewn over the settee. Andy grabbed handfuls of the offending items and threw them onto a building pile in the corner of the room.

      “I’ll sort those out later,” he said under his breath and gestured for her to be seated. “You’re looking good, Elsie.” His wink could have easily been misinterpreted as a leer.

      “Now you and I both know you’re chatting rubbish, Andy.” He glanced down at his linked hands posed as if in prayer. “I hope you are not going to lie so easily when I ask you questions? You see, I’ve some concerns, Andy. And I need answers.” He looked her in the eye. Good. She had his full attention. “Where are your daughters Andy? The girls you promised your poor late wife you would protect with your life.” Elsie watched his smile disappear.

      “Now just a minute, who do you think you are barging your way into my home at some god forsaken hour questioning me about something that’s none of your damn business?” He was on his feet now, his eyes narrowed. She watched as spittle collected at the corner of his mouth. He grabbed at her arm, clutched her coat sleeve between his fingers, and tugged. “Get out. Now!”

      Elsie wriggled loose of his grip and held up a hand.

      “As I thought, you have no idea that Chloe is with me. You already have one daughter in hospital after a vicious attack, Andy. Chloe was assaulted today by the same young man responsible for the other attack.”

      Andy sank back in his chair and wiped his forehead with a frayed handkerchief before blowing his nose on the filthy cloth. “Is Chloe okay? I mean…what happened?” He spread the fingertips of his left hand to his forehead, circling his temples. “Did he…? She’s only fourteen. Tell me she’s okay.”

      “Where is he, Andy?  I know you’re protecting him. You make me sick. He’s hurt both your little girls and your protecting that bastard.”

      “Ssh! Keep your voice down, will you? He’s violent, Elsie, he doesn’t care who he hurts.”

      “He’s here? You selfish druggie. That’s what it’s about. Isn’t it?” She pointed to the small brown bottles that lined the mantelpiece behind him. “She’s gone, Andy. You are such a lucky bastard. Your Susan’s gone but she gave you two beautiful girls. If you won’t sort this out, I will. Stay here and don’t you try to warn him or I’ll come back for you.”

      Andy rose from his chair while she struggled to her feet. He skimmed the lids of the prescription drugs lined up on the mantlepiece.

      “You’re wrong about the drugs. Addiction is a ghost. It surrounds you and engulfs you. It’s always there, invisible yet demanding especially when you’re alone. It was never Susan’s ghost that tipped me over the edge. Lana is the ghost that haunts me. Will do forever.”

      Elsie’s opened her mouth to speak. Instead she stared in distaste, shook her head, and made for the door.

      “Elsie, what’re you doing?” Andy stepped without purpose to block her exit. “He’s a man with no conscience. He’ll not think twice about hurting you.”

      “He can try. If he thinks he can beat a woman with years of pent up anger, he can give it his best shot.” A flash of metal caught his eye as she turned towards the door. He froze like man under a hypnotic trance. Even the creak of the stairs could not move him as each stair strained under Elsie’s weight.

      A strong smell of stale alcohol mingled with cigarettes, body odour, and a faint hint of decay met Elsie as she entered the dingy room. She raised her hand to her nose and mouth and stood on the boundary until the nausea that threatened ceased.

      The subtle squeak of the hinges, the only noise which gave away her entrance, was drowned out by the guttural snore which escaped the stagnant figure caught under mangled bed sheets. Elsie stood, fascinated by the depths of sleep…And how it could disguise the most evil person as a peaceful innocent.

      The atmosphere in the room shifted as if a subconscious intuition warned him of the intrusion to his room. Charlie stirred, then sat bolt upright in bed. Elsie’s precise movements brought her from the shadows and within Charlie’s eye line. Startled, he rubbed his eyes and took another look.

      Charlie leaned back against the headboard and laughed. “You… Get back, you fat cow. You’ve come to throw yourself at me, have ya?” He sneered at her and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Forget it. No one’s touching you in your lifetime.”

      Elsie kept her composure. She stared at his tattooed torso. Hatred bubbled inside her. This person she faced now was nothing but a mouthy brat. After all, without his cronies, he was nothing.

      Charlie continued to speak, his face screwed with hatred and aggression. He opened and closed his mouth, but in Elsie’s mind there was no sound. All she saw were pictures in her head like a channel that repeats the old programmes on a continuous cycle. The years of abuse she’d suffered from him and all the others he represented. Images conjured from the vicious attack on Chloe’s sister, but above all poor sweet Chloe herself. A child thrown into the worst parts of an adult’s world. Pain brought her back to reality. She looked down at the nicks in her thigh and the globules of bright crimson dripping on the floor. She looked up at the silent face watching her.

      Within moments, Charlie sprang at her like a panther and lunged for the knife. The blade sliced his hand. His scream sounded like a wounded animal. He regained his posture in an instant only to witness the blade come down on him, once, twice…

      The frenzy began. Years of pent up anger released within seconds.

      Elsie had no desire to inspect her handiwork, nor did she wish to gloat in her internal victory. After all, someone had lost a son. Her thoughts instead focused on the number of lives spared and amount of heartache she’d saved others.

      “What have you done?” Andy whispered as he surveyed the blood splatters that patterned her body.

      “Saved your life.” She held out the knife. “Take this. Phone the police and put the kettle on, will you? I’m exhausted and at a guess I’d say this is just the start of what will probably be a long day.” Without another word, he watched her thud down the stairs as he dialled the emergency services.
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      An atmosphere of choking smog hung heavily between them for the majority of the journey. Not even calm classical music could lighten the mood. A lemony tang of perfume hung on the air, which clung to Albie’s tongue each time he tried to make conversation. The caustic bitterness silenced him and challenged him with each inhalation. Albie stuttered an occasional agreement and sprinkled in an occasional observation. Albie’s mind was elsewhere. He knew while he was on this wild goose chase with Olivia Devine, DS Rachel Fawn would be using his evidence and his men to solve the crimes. And that he could not forgive.

      Parking was easier than on their previous visit. The high tide exasperated by wild winds swirled the waves in a rabid dance. The sand sheets swept the whole beach and slapped anyone with the foolishness to get in its way.  Olivia shrank into the fur trim around the collar of her winter coat. She did up the buttons and wrapped her arms around her body in a bear hug. Albie locked the car. Next, he turned up the collar of his jacket in a half-hearted attempt to fight the slaps of grainy wind. Without acknowledgement of the wild waves or his companion, Albie dipped his head, braced himself against the wind, and headed in the direction of the house they’d visited just two weeks before.

      Maureen’s smile lit up the whole of her face at the sight of her adopted daughter. She gave Albie a quick nod before elbowing him out of her way to embrace Olivia.

      “Oh, Livvy. We’ve missed you so much. How’ve you been? Let me look at you.” She took a step back and held Olivia at arm’s length. “As beautiful as ever. Now come on through. Let me take your coat.” She manoeuvred herself to Olivia’s side and began to pry her from her woollen fir-trimmed coat.

      “Stop fussing, Maureen.”

      “I’m allowed to spoil my little girl, aren’t I? Now, I hope you’re hungry.” She hooked her arm around Olivia’s shoulders, placed her head close to her guest as if embroiled in a conspiracy, and guided her into the neat floral living room. “I’ve made you lunch. You could do with putting on a few pounds. Like I’ve always told you, men like a little something to grab hold of. Isn’t that right detective?” She winked and gave Albie a cheeky grin. Without waiting for a reply, she pointed to the floral settee in the alcove and ignored her daughter’s creeping blush. “Take a seat. The kettle’s on. You must both be in need of a cuppa.”

      Olivia sat back into the soft cushions. After a moment’s hesitation, Albie strolled to the armchair opposite.

      “Sorry, detective. Ozzie and Mitchell will be back soon. They’ll be needing the armchair. Mitchell’s still not comfortable with people he doesn’t know well. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Of course, Mrs McNally.”

      Olivia shuffled into the corner of the settee. The pale blue hand painted birds in full flight on each porcelain piece of tea service caught her attention.  The tea service usually only made an appearance when Maureen was attempting to impress. The settee dipped next to her as Maureen left the room.

      Olivia waited just moments after Maureen left the room before facing Albie.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?  We’ve hardly spoken since we left London. Is there a problem?”

      Albie kept his head bowed and studied his interlocked fingers.

      “Albie, this is pathetic. Speak to me.”

      “Keep your voice down.” He placed a hand on her arm.  “There’s nothing to discuss.  I told you I don’t want you involved in the case. You don’t need to know anything else.”

      “Tea’s up.” Maureen entered, clutching a large teapot with hundreds more minute, blue birds flying across a pristine white china background.

      “This isn’t over,” she hissed under her breath. Then to Maureen, smiled and said, “Fantastic Maureen. I’m just going to clean up from the journey.” Without another word, she left the room.

      Until they heard the key in the front door, Maureen had kept the conversation lively, mainly asking questions of Olivia about everything from her new flat to her job to her love life. The latter she declined to discuss and refused to be drawn in by Maureen’s declaration that DS Edwards would not mind them catching up, as she didn’t know when they’d get another chance.

      Ozzie entered the room, his hands on the young blond boy’s shoulders. He guided him in while whispering to him in a reassuring tone.

      “Why don’t you draw something you’ve enjoyed today?”  Ozzie pulled a mound of paper from the dresser with a tub of rainbow colour pastels. Mitchell, yet to acknowledge anyone in the room, smiled, scrambled onto a chair that faced the window, and grabbed the tub. He tipped it towards him until a pile of colours criss-crossed each other on the table. He slipped one leg beneath the other, which dangled over the edge of the chair and swung as he drew.

      Ozzie turned and addressed Albie

      “How are you, DS Edwards?” He extended his hand as Albie stood and gave it a firm shake.

      “I’m good, Mr McNally. Thank you for the updates.”  He inclined his head in Mitchell’s direction as he scribbled away on his second piece of paper. “How do you suggest I… We go about this. It has to be as distress free as possible?”

      “If you follow my lead, he’s so engrossed in the mechanics of drawing, it may at first seem as if he’s not hearing or responding to your questions… You have to be patient to get results.”

      Ozzie secured his long tangled hair into a low ponytail and led the way to the table.  There were two chairs to Mitchell’s left and one to his right. He still had an unobstructed view from the window.

      Ozzie pulled out the chair furthest from the child.

      “You sit here.” Olivia did as he asked.

      Ozzie then walked to the opposite side of the table and waited for Albie to take his seat.

      “That’s a fascinating sketch, Mitch. The sea look pretty rough. Which boat is ours?”

      Mitchell continued to mix yellow and white pastels to depict the sand, adding shades of greens standing on end like overgrown gelled spikes of hair on a balding head.  Almost as a second thought, Mitchell chose a brown and added a hat to one of the stick figures on the fourth boat in the sea of foam.

      “Ahh! There we are. Is that a fish on the end of your line?  I don’t remember the wriggly little sucker being that big. Perhaps a slight exaggeration, don’t you think?”  A shadow of a smile fluttered across his lips, but the fish remained the same size.

      “Mitch. You remember Miss Devine and DS Edwards, don’t you?”  He kept his full attention on his drawing.

      “Well, Maureen and I asked them to visit. They were excited about your drawing. It’s great to have a hobby.”

      Ozzie surrounded the boy’s small fist with his own hand. It worked. Both hands stilled, and Mitchell focussed on Ozzie’s face.

      “While they’re here we are going to ask you some questions.  Wouldn’t it be great if you could have a go at drawing your answers?”

      He dislodged his hand from Ozzie’s light grip, then continued with his unfinished task by adding fluffy clouds to the bright blue sky.

      “Hi, Mitchell.” Albie choose an A3 sheet from the pile. “Here. If you feel like drawing while I’m talking.” He placed it next to the paper Mitchell was frantically colouring.

      “Mitchell. I need to ask you about the last time you visited Josh and Josie.”

      The boy froze. The tick of the clock was the only sound until Maureen’s cup clattered against the saucer.

      “It’s okay, Mitchell,” Albie began while he released the grip of each little finger of the crushed light blue pastel that crumbled into pieces in his tiny hand.

      Albie tipped the tub of colours, and more spilled onto the table.

      “Which colour are you feeling since I asked about that day? Draw…” He pointed to a blank piece of paper. A maze of black scribbles filled the page within seconds. Next he ripped holes in the sheet. Small ponds of sparkling salty tears smeared with the black. Olivia leaned forward and blocked Albie from the boy’s view.

      “Stop. He’s distressed.”

      “That’s his anger. He’s getting it out.” For the first time in days, he touched her hand. “It’s a good thing, trust me. I’ve been there. This is his release.” She squeezed his hand, caught Ozzie’s eye, and nodded to continue

      Replacing the paper, Albie’s forehead furrowed. The way he questioned Mitchell, he realised, was paramount to how he’d extract the answers he needed to catch the murderer. Mitchell having a meltdown was not an option. He needed to be sensitive. He needed advice.

      “Excuse me for a moment, Mitchell.” He stood, headed for the door, and beckoned for Olivia to follow.

      Olivia went to speak as soon as he shut the door. She tasted the saltiness of his finger as it covered her lips.

      “Wait. Hear me out. It’s important.”

      She shrugged and hung her head like a naughty school girl.

      “This has to work, Liv. No second chances. The questions I ask now could squeeze the information we need to find this animal. The wrong question could shut him down and we’ll all be back to square one.”

      She studied his twitching lips, deep frown, and narrowed unblinking eyes.

      “You’re afraid,” she whispered in disbelief. Albie was a man who in general was a decision maker. Annoyingly oozing self-confidence. And his face was etched with fear, genuine fear. “You’re questioning your ability. Don’t do this now. Don’t hide behind your insecurities. This is not about you and your career. This is about catching a killer.”

      “I’m aware of that. Are you going to help or not?” he snapped. “That’s why you’re here, right? To help me ask the right questions in a way that’s best for him?”

      Olivia studied his face once more, nodded, grabbed some paper and a pen from the kitchen draw, and began jotting a sequence of questions. When they were ready to join the others in the floral living room, Albie was confident they’d get somewhere with Mitchell if he kept Olivia’s warning in mind.

      Remember he’s a child not some criminal your interrogating. Keep it light, conversational. Give him thinking time. If he becomes agitated, take two steps back rather than overwhelm him.

      Kids had never been his forte, yet Olivia had always been on the same wavelength as them. Five years ago it had been the same, and look at how that’d turned out. Albie steadied his hand on the table top and sat back down. Mitchell smiled and slammed a playing card down on the pile.

      “Snap.”

      “Not again.” Ozzie flicked over the only card in his hand and shrugged. “You just get quicker at this every time.”  He laid a new piece of paper on the table. “How about some more drawing?” Mitchell shut his eyes and shook his head. “Then I’ll play you at snap again, and next time I’ll thrash you. How does that sound?”

      Mitchell reached for the paper, grabbed the black pastel again, and waited.

      Albie wasted no time.

      “You remember going to Joshua’s for tea?” He waited for a reply he was never going to hear. “We spoke to Mrs Jeffries, but I just need you to fill in a few gaps for me, okay?” It unnerved him, not that Mitchell couldn’t speak, but he wasn’t responding in gestures. It was like questioning a stuffed toy.

      “Why don’t you choose a colour?” Mitchell glanced at the tub of bright colours, but held on tight to the black. Albie chose a light blue and split the page into six rectangles as Olivia suggested.

      “Right. Are you ready?” The question was acknowledged by every person in the room, except Mitchell, with nods of the head, simultaneous sighs, and deep inhalations of breath followed by a solid silence. “I want you to think back to the moment you left the Jeffries house with Joshua to play. Each of these boxes will represent something that happened.”

      “Try to think of it as someone else’s story. Like the adventures in the comics you read.” Olivia picked up a Batman comic from a well-thumbed pile on a small cushioned footstool. Mitchell took the copy from her and flicked through the pages. He stopped at a page with a similar layout, apart from a diamond dominating the centre of the page, and he busied himself adapting the squares Albie had drawn until it mirrored the page.

      A trace of a smile lingered on Albie’s face as he continued. “Your adventures began with a game, perhaps you could draw the game you played.” All eyes were on Mitchell as he replaced the black pastel with a pencil. He drew a stickman with an oval face covered with triangular hands that sprouted sausage shaped fingers. Numbers spewed from circular mouth and danced on the paper like musical notation. In the distance, a small stick figure approached a door that was ajar.

      Albie examined the drawing. Keep it light, conversational, above all remember you’re dealing with a young child.

      “Hide ‘n’ seek, hey? That’s got to be one of my favourite games. I loved hiding. My secret hiding place was in the large dressing up chest in our playroom. Where did you hide on the other side of the door?”

      In the next box, Mitchell drew the door to one side, a large cube in the middle with a large tube running up and along the page, sprouting smaller replicas of itself as it headed up to the top of the page. The stick boy sat behind the cube. Every other part of the box was blank.

      Albie exchanged a glance with Olivia who like a tag team partner, just like they’d planned.

      “You’ve started well, Mitchell. Let’s see if we can add some detail to the comic strip. We are going to pretend you are a superhero in the story. Remember whatever happens, you will be safe.” She explored his face for any negative response. “Now, as the hidden boy, I want you to look around the room. What do you see? Look in every corner on each level. Wait until your eyes adjust to the darkness and question every shape or shadow.”

      Olivia sat back in her chair while the whole room took a breath and waited. Albie tapped his foot to a nonexistent beat and leaned forward. Olivia’s lack of urgency grated on him. They had a killer to find and this was a waste of time.

      Mitchell drew in a trance like state. He drew until he collapsed on the paper, tears free falling. Ozzie lifted him from the chair and cradled him to his chest. He rocked him back and forth with the same tenderness and care he would have given to a newborn.

      “Mitchell needs to rest. I think that really is enough for one day.” He nodded in the direction of the cause of Mitchell’s distress. “I hope you’ve got what you need and it wasn’t a wasted journey. See you soon, love.” He bent awkwardly to plant a kiss on Olivia’s forehead before leaving the room.

      Albie untied the red silk ribbon Olivia had tied in a delicate bow around the drawing.  He unrolled the scroll like a pirate’s treasure map and examined its contents.

      “Hey, you said you’d wait for me.” Olivia sipped some froth from the top of his pint of Guinness. She placed both their drinks on coasters and wiped condensation from the wine glass. She took a large sip of iced lemonade and joined Albie in scrutinising the drawing.

      Albie frowned at the mess in front of him. “What a waste of time. It’s just scribble, a kid’s drawing. I don’t know what I expected but I’m not sure this will help.” He smiled at the thought of what Frank would say if he put this up on the board next to the dead bodies.

      Albie pushed the paper to one side.

      “I’m starving,” He slid his finger over the inside of the menu and stopped at fish dishes. “Even though you say the meals are huge here, I hope you ordered large cod like I asked.”

      His eyes lit up as the waitress carried two plates to their corner table. Golden battered fish hung over the sides like a waterfall touched by Midas. They sat in silence and ate. Albie’s hunger blossomed after the first few mouthfuls. He had no idea how hungry he was and was thankful he’d finally agreed to eat. Olivia pushed her plate to one side after picking at the scampi. She’d always been picky with food. It had annoyed Albie five years ago and he felt the same now.

      “Have you finished?” Albie pointed to her food.

      “Be my guest.” She stretched across the table and opened the abandoned drawing. She brushed wisps of hair from her face, tucked what she could behind her ear, and scanned the dark images on the page between sips of her drink. She flipped the page over, and a mark in the corner caught her eye. She squinted and traced her finger over the squiggle. M7.

      “You’re wasting your time. Nothing there, I looked.”

      Olivia turned the paper towards him and pointed to the black marking. “M6. Any ideas?”

      “I don’t know. A code of some kind? He’s a seven-year-old boy who loves comic books, probably loves spies and code breaking. I know I did as a kid.”

      “M7, M for Mitchell, 7 for his age.”

      “Alright, Miss Marple, wipe that grin off your face. You’ve cracked a seven-year-old’s code. It doesn’t alter the fact that this whole escapade has been a complete waste of time. There’s still a killer out there. We need to get back.” He stood up and pulled out his phone. “I’ll be back in five. Be ready to leave.”

      Hidden codes, Albie had said. Young boys enjoy hidden codes. Olivia focused on each of the sections individually. After all, she’d encouraged Mitchell to sequence the story. He’s a scared child. If he knew anything it wouldn’t be obvious.

      “Come on, Liv.” She turned at the jingle of keys, then continued to scrutinise the drawing.

      “Wait, I think I may have something.”

      He slammed the keys on the table and cursed as one dug into his palm

      “Enough. This is madness.” He rolled the edge of the paper and she slapped his hand away. “Liv, really, we’ve got to leave.”

      “Look,” She pointed to four small circles at the back of the room which were obscured by a giant hand with two Js scrawled on the skin. “It’s his code. Can you see the letters in each circle?”

      “The letter I. Each has an I. So what are you getting at, Liv?”

      “There are four. Four Is or two pairs of eyes?”

      “He wasn’t alone. There were others. Witnesses.”

      “Not only that, but they knew he’d spotted them. Look at this pattern under the circle from the side, it says ‘Shhh!’”

      Albie made for the door. “You’re driving.”

      “Tanya, there’s been a new development. I think there were witnesses to the attack on Mitchell. Yeah, I’ll be back in an hour or two. Listen! Check on Josie Jeffries. If she’s not at the hospital, she’s probably either at home or on her way there.”
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      Twenty minutes after the first car pulled up on the curb outside the flats, a second entered the cul-de-sac. It continued to the end of the road, circled round, and parked nose to nose with the waiting vehicle.

      “Wait in the car. Just a moment.” Not waiting for a response, Albie angled his body towards the pavement and manoeuvred himself from the car, ignoring his joints’ protest at his rapid movements.

      “Sarge, did you receive the call? There’s been an attack on the Fennick Estate. Early reports are that there is one fatality.”

      Albie nodded his head at the keen young officer. His attention was drawn to the pallid face of the woman sitting in Tanya’s car, then back to Olivia.

      “PC Watts, I need you to oversee this investigation.  Olivia will be able to give Josie the emotional support she needs. You keep them safe, get them inside, and secure the premises. I’ll go to the estate.”

      “But don’t you need me at the crime scene?” He stopped. “I mean if it’s a murder, you’re going to need everyone available to you.”

      “This isn’t babysitting duty, Tanya. She’s in danger. She’s connected to all the crimes we’re investigating.” Albie groped in his pocket for his keys. “And until we know more, Josie Jeffries is a potential victim.”

      “Voyeurs aren’t known to attack the targets of their obsession, Sarge…I’m not sure how this is more important than a murder.”

      Albie pushed his creased reddened face within inches of hers. He lowered his voice to a precise whisper. “I suggest you think very carefully before you say another word.  I have asked you to protect a witness in a civilian’s home. It’s an order! If you have a problem with my request you can take it up with me later. Anything else to add?”

      She shook her head and watched him sprint to the car.

      The buzz of activity at a murder scene never ceased to shock Albie. The estate vultures had gathered and no doubt sent out the word to whomever was listening that a major event was about to be unraveled. They huddled together. Whispers floated on the air, gaining momentum, lies breading lies.

      “Police,” he said with a flash of his warrant card. A reluctant path opened in front of him, which closed with precision behind him as he forced his way to the open front door. A troupe of young officers hedged the cordoned area and hid their fear with the expertise of seasoned officer, dilated pupils the only clue to their immediate terror as they held back the hordes.

      Approached by two officers, Albie produced his warrant card again as he ducked under the blue and white tape.

      “Get rid of the spectators ASAP.” He ordered the nearest officer. He entered a narrow hall adorned with nicotine-yellowed chip wood wallpaper, met halfway by dark wood pine slats which added to the claustrophobic feel of a crowded rat run. Death hung on the air, a dangerous mix of toxins that clung to his taste buds and assaulted his senses.

      Albie coughed to hold back a threatened involuntary retch. He cursed at the excretion of fresh death he’d absorbed. The putrefied smell would linger for days. He took two paces inside and paused and looked into the room on his right. The whole frame was filled with the silent seated woman, captured like am image on canvas. If a plaque had adorned the wall behind her, it would have read: Sorrow.

      For the first time in his career he pitied the killer. He buckled from her despair. Her anonymous contact and the previous visit to the police station, he now realised, had been cries for help. Was she a victim turned desperate murderer in a violent bid to be heard? He stood in silent observation as two officers whispered instructions to the bent figure, transfixed by the remnants of her frenzied attack—a pallet of reds and browns splattered patterns like a counterfeit Pollock.

      With gradual coaxing and support, she attempted to stand. Taking cumbersome steps, she continued towards Albie, head dipped. He stepped aside. She paused, raised her head, and drew in a deep breath. Their eyes met for a second, and with a haunted smile she whispered, “You should have listened, detective.”

      As the officers threw a blanket over her head and moved her into the baying crowd. Any sympathy he felt flew after her. In one sentence, Elsie Soren had managed to support his theory: A killer kills. No excuses.

      “Sarge, up here. It’s not pretty.” Pulled from his thoughts, Albie followed the voice, taking the stairs two at a time, careful not to touch the blood-stained handrail.

      Albie stood inside the doorway and scanned his dark surroundings. He waited while his eyes adjusted to the inside of the victim’s lair. Blackout blinds blocked any natural light. In fact, black was the theme of the room—black walls, furniture, even sheets, interrupted only by the contrast of the pale body spread on his front, gaping wounds scattered intermittently over the left side of his back as if caused by pecks from giant beaks. However, the tears above his left hip and across his throat had been his downfall. He moved closer and switched on the bedside lamp which was covered with a dirty shirt, probably thrown there by accident rather than left on purpose for ambiance.

      On closer inspection, Albie noticed the aggression etched his face even in death. Bulbous eyes glared at him. His blood-soaked hair was spiked and reminded him of a Sex Pistols concert he’d once gone to with an angsty ex-girlfriend. It had scared him half to death. At this case looked cut and dry. He had a victim and his murderer. There was no more he could do except leave the others to do their jobs.

      He barged his way back through the crowds. Their faces were etched with curiosity and anger, and he even spotted a few girls in tears. He shook his head. They were grieving a violent drug dealing, bully. One less in the world should be celebrated, but scanning the crowd, he knew that for some it was now an opportunity to step into Charlie’s empty shoes, and it would happen within days.

      What next? he thought. He unlocked the car, slid into the driver’s seat, and turned the key in the ignition. The huge vocals of Jon Bon Jovi filled the car. He took one look at himself in the rearview mirror, reversed out of the parking bay, and indicated right out of the estate before heading for home.
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      Tanya had checked every part of the flat, all the nooks and crannies. She’d just finished searching in and around the shed at the end of the garden, as well as the alleyway that ran parallel to the garden and led to individual garages. Access to this area was partially hidden by a large archway adorned with entwined vines and exuberant blooms in various shades of pinks through to deep purple. Two large hedges guarded each side of the dirt road. which led to the fragrant arch. Tanya explored the alleyway on foot, checking the security of each garage door.

      When she reached Number 25, she fiddled with the key until the lock sprung. As the lock gave, she pulled the door out and upwards and reached for the string which dangled from the ceiling on the right hand side. The bare lightbulb came to life and illuminated a sparse space, complete emptiness, no shelves, cupboards, or boxes. Even the walls bore nothing but flaking paint. Tanya took one step inside. She’d been surprised by the size of the flat and garden; however, this space was a real bonus. A place like this would be ideal for her. The next step on the property ladder, quiet and secluded. Her mind wandered. She made a mental reminder to find out how often these properties came on the market.

      Too late, a shudder trailed her spine and loose stones crunched under someone’s feet. The first blow connected across her shoulders, knocking her forward with force.

      “Damn police, always in the way.”

      She tried to identify the gruff voice, but other than that it was aggressive and male she had nothing. She turned on the balls of her feet, inhaling faint quick breaths, and lifted her head to glance at her attacker.  Dark brown eyes stared from a face masked by a black balaclava. Tanya was drawn to his raised gloved hand, wrapped around a plank of wood. She swayed as it hovered above her head. The next blow hit her across her breasts as she attempted to regain her balance. She flew backwards, and before she hit the ground, he swung again. The impact from the weapon to the side of her head was the last pain to shoot through her skull, and the last pain she remembered.

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay down, bitch.”

      Nick let the wooden plank fall to the floor, hurried to the entrance, and pulled the garage door down. He strode into the space, then squatted to examine the police officer’s head. He studied the blood smears on his fingers. The bump above her left ear grew before his eyes, and he watched with fascination. He unbuttoned her shirt and rested his head on her chest. He stilled, closed his eyes, and let the rhythm of her heartbeat sooth the constant hurry of blood circulating his body, dictating his every mood. For the first time in a long while, he had time to reflect, plan, and justify his next steps. He rose and checked his pockets for his Swiss army knife, deadly in the wrong hands although so useful in the hands of others. He took one last look at Tanya before leaving the garage. He pulled the door to meet the gravel below, locked it, and slipped the key into his pocket.

      Nick reorientated his position. He picked up the wooden plank and trough it over a garden fence. After a moment, he vaulted the same fence and landed in the garden on his hands and knees. He crouched, just out of sight of the flat behind the shed, and waited.

      Olivia peered into the garden. A shadowed movement caught her eye. She pressed one hand against the window pane and used her other to shield her eyes from the low-lying sun. She scanned the back fence, dismissed the shadows as a trick of the light, checked the locks, and drew the curtains. It took her a few minutes to repeat this action in every room. All the while, the water hit the soap covered body in the shower cubicle.

      Josie’s exhaustion from the trauma of the last two days had etched her face when Olivia had supported her into her home. She was in no doubt that Josie would have fallen to the floor and slept on the welcome mat given the opportunity. Olivia had struggled singlehandedly to drag her into the bathroom. Dignity forgotten, she’d stripped her filth-covered clothes and propped her against the shower wall. Next, she’d covered her in jasmine shower gel, turned on the water, and shoved a sponge in her hand, then hoped for the best.

      Olivia looked around her. For the first time in days, she was at a loss. The spin of the washing machine’s rhythmic slosh sung to her like a soothing lullaby. She plugged in the radio, followed by the kettle. The kettle bubbled louder each second in competition with the music. To abate her own growing exhaustion, Olivia turned up the volume, danced towards the cupboard, and sang nonsense words to a classic as she heaped coffee into the cafeteria followed by the bubbling water.

      “Arrgh, shit.” She choked on a scream, threw coffee over her arm, and reeled away from the hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry. I thought you heard me.” Josie stood behind her wrapped in a soft white bath towel saved for guest use only. Water dripped from her hair and sat on her shoulders like the fine layer of condensation that slalomed down the side of the cafeteria. “I wondered where my clothes were?” Olivia nodded at the washing machine still part way through a cycle while holding her arm under the cold tap and gripping her teeth against the pain.

      “I laid some clothes on my bed, the room to the right of the bathroom. There’re toiletries in there as well. Help yourself. Coffee?” She patted her arm with a hand towel and lifted a red polka dot mug from the mug tree. “Or would you prefer tea? I’m making toast as well. You must be starving.”

      “Is your arm okay?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” She pointed to the mug.

      Josie smiled. “Thanks, coffee’s fine. I’ll get dressed and join you.” Opening the door, she scanned the living room. “Has the police woman left?”

      “I don’t think so, but you know how unreliable the police can be. She’s probably been called back to the station. I doubt we’re a priority.” She busied herself making the coffee. “It’ll be ready in five. Go get some clothes on. You’ll feel half human when you’ve brushed your hair.”

      Her gaze followed Josie’s languid walk in the direction of the bedroom. Turning down the radio, she listened for the click of the closed door before sinking barefoot into the pile of the cream carpet, luxurious between her toes.

      She ran to the front window, peeped through a gap in the curtain, then let it fall closed. PC Watts car sat in the same position she left it, the front wheels turned away from the curb and the outside mirror flat against the car. It was no doubt a habit from parking in busy roads and the loss of a few mirrors in the past.

      Olivia kept her eye on the bedroom door as she picked up her phone and scrolled her contacts.  There’d been enough trauma in Josie’s life. The last thing she needed was Olivia’s added paranoia.

      “Pick up, Ed. It’s important.” She covered the phone with one hand, her whisper urgent. She glanced towards the bedroom again, then continued. “Did you call the police officer back to the station? Only she went to search the area and has been gone for nearly an hour. Her car’s still parked outside. I’m concerned, that’s all. Call back, Ed.”
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      Night crept in like a low tide, so gradual and seamless it was difficult to pinpoint when it conquered the haze of late evening light. Nick eased his body forward, one palm placed flat on the rough wooden fence, the other on the weather-beaten slats that held the patched-up shed together on a drunken tilt. He barely skimmed the top of the fence and landed awkwardly on one foot before tumbling to his knees. He stood and rubbed debris from his trousers.

      The garden held a mystical aura once the fairy lights came to life. A slabbed path snaked its way from the house. Blankets of lush emerald grass edged by pastel blooms alongside covered the first half of the garden. The whole area was lit by the flicker of lights draped on small bushes. At the end of the garden, a spectacular willow tree’s branches dipped into the silent pond. An ornamental bridge and large kissing seat finished the image. It was a picture he’d seen often as a young child in fairytale books. A snapshot of his mother reading to him flashed into his head and was gone in an instant. He took a deep breath, then with purposeful steps made his way towards the flat. He knew exactly what he’d come for and was determined not to leave without her.
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      Albie held his chiseled jaw and inspected each side in turn. Once satisfied he caressed the contours one last time and turned off his razor. He secured the loosened towel that hung low round his waist, then leaned nearer the mirror. Black circles had set up residence under his eyes. The sapphire blue prominent in the brightness of the fluorescent bathroom light. His tiredness showed in the frowns and furrows of his maturing face. As he turned the overhead light off, he thanked God, not for the first time, that mature men were still considered attractive to woman of all ages. He took one last look with a cheeky grin before dancing his way back into the living room, blasting the vocals to Bon Jovi It’s My life. It had gradually become an anthem of his over the years.

      Dropping his towel, he struggled into a pair of joggers and headed for the microwave. He tipped a piping hot excuse for a pasta dish into a bowl, tore a chunk of French stick, and sat at the table with a large glass of Merlot. Albie wiped the last chunk of bread around the bland sauce left in the bottom of the dish and washed it down with a large gulp of the ruby liquid. Satisfied, he strolled into the bedroom and took his phone off charge.

      The phone came to life in his hand. Missed calls, texts, and voicemails. His first thought was to pretend he’d not turned his phone on, replace it in its resting place, and catch up with some much-needed sleep. Guilt got the better of him, and he took a casual stroll back into the living room, picked up his glass from the table, and lounged into the corner of his plush black leather couch. It was an investment yet to have much use, but appreciated when he was able to relax. Another mouthful of wine slid smoothly down his throat as he began to check the messages. He scanned the names until Olivia’s missed call flashed on the screen. Albie connected to voicemail. Within seconds, he was up, shedding his bottoms, throwing on a shirt, jeans, and jacket. Wallet in his mouth, phone to his ear, and keys hung between his fingers he rushed to the car.

      “Tanya, answer this phone. Where the hell are you?” He started the engine and reversed into the usually quiet country road to the honk of horns and angry hand gestures.
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      “Thanks for the food and everything, really. I’m beginning to feel half human again.” Josie handed the last of the empty dishes to Olivia. “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked, picking up a tea towel.

      “How about getting a couple of glasses from the cupboard? The wine’s in the living room cabinet, unless you’d rather have the white that’s chilled in the fridge. Your choice.” She took the towel from Josie’s hand and replaced it with a cork screw, then shooed her from the kitchen.

      To her satisfaction, the cork not only dislodged with ease but came out whole, not like the cheap bottles of plonk from the local off-license. It even smelt expensive. She inhaled berries with a hint of some type of exotic spice. Josie poured a taster, rinsed her mouth with the flavours, then swallowed. No bitter aftertaste. She could get used to the finer things in life, she thought. She filled the glasses with a satisfied smile on her face.

      The first knock was so gentle it was swallowed by music from the kitchen radio. However, seconds later the next knock echoed through the room. Josie stood and headed for the kitchen. Olivia was engrossed in singing Mariah Carey while scrubbing the worktops. Josie gripped the soft, thick velvet curtain between her fingers drew it back. Squinting, she stared towards the front door. It was impossible to see anything but shadows. She undid the Chubb lock and opened the door as far as the chain allowed. The man on the doorstep looked up. His eyes locked with hers, and he smiled.  A warm, amicable smile disguised the empty eyes she remembered from their first meeting. A flutter, faint and unformed, flickered in the base of her stomach. An animal instinct. A fear that only the polite ignore. He leant forward and raised one arm to lean against the door frame. She took a step back as his face inched closer.

      “Hey, Josie. How are you doing? I was asked to bring you some bits and pieces from home.” His smile widened as he held up her rucksack. Her blood ran cold, and the flutter developed momentum. She slammed her shoulder into the door as his Doc Martin boot jammed the gap.

      “Come on, Josie. Let me in, I’m here to help you. You need me. Stop this. Open the door. Fuck!” He grabbed his shin to protect it from the jab of the carving knife as it sliced into his leg. He dislodged his foot from the gap as Olivia rammed the door with her shoulder and fixed all the locks.

      “Get lost, creep. I’ve called the police. You’d better disappear. They’ll be here any minute now.”

      She dragged Josie into the kitchen and fumbled for her phone. The familiar voice on the other end of the line brought sobs from her mouth.

      “Liv, what’s going on?” Focusing on Josie’s wide eyes, framed by a pale face and trembling body, she breathed deep and long. “Liv, fucking answer me now.” She hoped her hysteria bubbling under the surface did not succeed in escaping as she spoke.

      “Eddie, where are you? Some nutter’s ramming the front door. I think he’s after Josie.” Each thud vibrated through her very being. She knew the door wouldn’t hold forever. “Oh my god, he’s nearly in…” She backed into the corner of the kitchen.

      “Liv, listen. Can you reach the bathroom?” Not waiting for a reply and leaning on his horn to get through a gap in the traffic, he continued. “Lock the door. I’m on my way.” Albie slammed his forehead against the steering wheel and swore at the queue of traffic. He indicted right into the nearest side road and called for backup.

      The route from the kitchen to the bathroom, simple on a regular day, was fraught with danger. With a tight grip across Josie’s shoulder, Olivia hugged her close and whispered instructions like a soft prayer into her ear. They followed a path furthest from the door, backs flush against the wall, hearts jumping a beat with each ram of the door. Nerves jangled and pulses throbbed to the beat of fear. Olivia turned the lock and slid down the inside of the bathroom door. Josie stared into space, unresponsive to Olivia’s attempts of engagement.

      Olivia scanned the ten by twelve foot bathroom. Pure white ceramic dispersed by snippets of metallic. She wiped the splatter of blood that dotted her hands and covered the knife on a white towel and studied the repellent contrast. The noises were louder now. He was almost through, or was it pounding in her head. Olivia sprang to her feet. Decision made, she refused to sit back and be a victim. Those days were long gone.

      “Josie.” She knelt down and stroked Josie’s arm, then continued, “I’m going outside in a minute and I need you to stay here and lock the door behind me. You’ll be safe here. Josie, do you understand?” The nod was all she needed.

      She opened the door and turned back.

      “Lock it now. Don’t open it for anyone.” Josie rose to her feet with the aid of the bath and shut the door. Once she heard the click, Olivia, satisfied, ran to the French windows and fumbled with the bolts and locks. She slid them open as a final barge forced the front door from its frame. A cry of triumph mingled with agony echoed through the room.

      Olivia ran. Entangled feet threatened to slow her while her pumping heart willed her forward in flight. She tripped once, Gravel dug into her knees and the palms of the hands. A jagged stone, one of many laid for its unusual colour which added beauty to the garden, now carried her blood. The force of the impact split the skin across her cheekbone. Footsteps on the gravel behind her forced her to clamber to her feet. The desire to look back was unbearable. Instead she pushed herself forward towards the back fence, her only chance of escape.

      The rip of her sleeve slowed her, the woollen thread of her cardigan hooked on a rusty nail used for hanging baskets. She didn’t stop to untangle the thread. Instead she wriggled from the clothing and leapt for the fence. He was close. Ragged breathes and footfalls were now metres away.

      A firm grasp of the top of the fence gave her a short-lived sense of relief. A hand grasped her ankle and yanked as she attempted to scale over the top. She screamed, kicked, and wriggled in desperation, but he clung tight. One final yank dislodged her grip. Olivia plummeted to the ground. She heard a crack as her foot twisted under her. She threw an arm out to protect her head from the rock-edged vegetable patch. Pain shot from her wrist and jolted her shoulder.

      A thunderous voice echoed in her ears, “You can’t stop us being together.” Olivia’s screamed moments before her throat constricted. Then a hard object slammed into the side of her head. She struggled in vain to fight the blackness that threatened. She was overpowered.

      Nick took a step back and admired his handiwork. He wiped his grubby sleeve across his face. Blood, dirt, and sweat mingled and spread like a warrior’s war paint. He drew back his leg and gave her one last kick to the lower stomach and waited. Nothing. Satisfied, he rubbed his hands together, his mouth spread into a smile, as he went to claim his prize.
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      People, like a school of fish, poured from the cinema animated and in full voice. They discussed the film and its merits, the actors’ attributes, and where best to eat to complete a perfect evening.

      Albie leaned on the horn for the fourth time in the last minute, catching the attention of a number of pedestrians and startling a group of teenagers crossing in front of his car. However, the driver in the car in front blocked his way and did not flinch. Instead he stared at Albie from his rearview mirror, then showed him a middle finger salute.

      Albie jumped from the car, engine running and reached the driver’s side in time to see the window close the last few inches. The driver turned away. His pretence of being in deep conversation with three young men was mocked by their shoulder’s shaking like a pack of hyena’s. Albie banged on the window. No response. He pressed his warrant card against the window and hit the glass again.

      “Turn down the window now, I’m a police officer.” He glanced over his shoulder to see a crowd was gathering.

      “What’s going on?” A voice from behind shouted. Then others joined in, murmurs from the growing crowd adding to a choir of curiosity. It had only been a few years ago that a policeman had been kicked to death on the same stretch of road. He remembered the tense disbelief of the officers as the team watched the unbearably graphic details of the attack caught as a grainy image on CCTV. Albie slipped his badge back into his wallet, turned away from the car, and headed for the group of large vocal men. He caught their attention, then began talking.

      “Listen, mate.” He took some notes from his wallet and held them out to a squat, muscular man with more hair on his chin than his head.  “I’m in a bit of bother. My missus is on the phone, says the filth are outside with a warrant.”

      The man’s stance didn’t change. He didn’t reach for the money, and his laser stare held Albie’s.

      “Come on, mate. Forty, just to move their car out of the way. What do you say?”

      His lips crept into a half-hearted smile. He snatched the notes from his fingers and indicated to the car. Three men marched in the car’s direction and Albie backed away.

      As he drove away, Albie was the one staring from his rearview mirror as the driver and his passengers sat on the curb next to their car, still shaking but this time from fear. He knew at that moment he would have made both his uncle and father proud. One would have said, ‘As a policeman be canny.’ The other, ‘Keep one step ahead of the game, son. Do what you have to do to survive but always succeed.’ Both from very different worlds, but for both the need to survive outweighed all else.

      The image of the mob bouncing the car to the curb with the hyenas still inside so Albie could get home to his ‘crackhead’ girlfriend who’d phoned to say their house was being raided amused him. It was a genius move on his part, he thought, as he threaded his way through the late night traffic. He hoped it would not be the only genius move of the night.
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      Reggie stepped over the threshold from the hard stone doorstep onto the plush cream carpet. The splintered door hung by a screw in the top hinge, a stark contrast to the neat room before him. Reg bent for a moment and contemplated removing his shoes, an inbred need to respect others’ property. But he refrained and moved towards the only room in a home that he would have, expected to have a lock. The carpet smothered the sounds of his steps.

      He muffled a groan as he walked into the edge of a low glass coffee table. The thin skin split on his shin, and he bit his tongue. Another bruise to add to his collection. A light evening breeze caressed his skin, and a slight bellow of net curtains drew his attention to the French windows. A muffled sob from the door to his right changed his focus. He dashed forward, grabbed the handle, and turned the handle of the locked door. He leaned in and pressed his ear against the wooden panel.

      “Hello. Is anybody in there?” He was answered by more stifled sobs. “It’s okay, I’m here to help. Can you unlock the door?”

      Silence.

      Outside, the scape of metal dragged over concrete caught his attention. He gritted his teeth against the vibration which echoed in his head after the noise ended. Reg edged nearer to the noise. He slid through the net curtain and through the French windows, stepped into the garden path, and came within touching distance of his son.

      Reg stood as tall as he could as Nick widened his stance. Deep frown lines etched his face, and his lips were thin and stretched across gritted teeth. Reg squirmed at the damaged man before him and tried to rekindle a glimpse of the young carefree boy he’d tried to protect.

      “What have you done?”

      Nick dropped the blood-smeared shovel and rubbed both hands over his grime-covered face.

      “Get out of my way, old man.” Spittle hung from the corner of his mouth as he barged into him.

      “Wait.” Reg blocked his way. “Listen, son. Whatever you’ve done it can be sorted. I’ll help you make it right, but it has to stop. Now.”

      He didn’t see the first punch coming. He raised his arms too late. It stole his breath and bent him double. Reg gasped for air. The intense agony interfered with all logical thought. His head flew back with the force of the next punch. Unbalanced, Reg hit the concrete. Pain seared his whole body. His vision blurred. Still he tried to focus on the giant bent over his body, his bulk between Reg and the night sky.

      “Listen, old man, and listen well.” Nick leant closer. Reg closed his eyes. “I’ll tell you what I’ve done. Been a protector, something you know nothing about.” He leant nearer.

      “I remember…” A single tear formed in the corner of Reg’s eye. He tried to speak, to stop Nick from continuing. Now he was unsure whether the agony in his body was physical or emotional. He attempted to shake his head.

      “That’s right. I watched you cowering in the corner while one man held her down and the other attacked her. You didn’t do anything…you bastard. You hid your face while they killed her…Why?” Reg scrunched his eyes closed. He knew what was coming. “This is for mum, you fucking coward.” Nick reached behind him and felt the cool metal. He stood, tightened his grip, and swung the shovel at his target.

      Josie uncovered her ears. The voices had stopped. She hugged her legs into her body and listened. She caught her breath. A thud echoed in her head and she made a desperate attempt to control her errant heartbeat. Footfalls stopped on the other side of the door. She focused on the door handle. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and her breaths, short and shallow, stopped as the handle rotated. The first thud against the door turned her into a prickle-less hedgehog, hiding within herself her only defence. A second thud and the door thundered open. She tightened further into a ball as sweat-covered arms gathered her into a tight embrace. She loosened one arm and flailed blindly. A fragile attempt to escape. Overcome by his strong grip, she was smothered by his closeness. Small kisses peppered the top of her head, and firm hands stroked her hair.

      “Don’t be scared. I’ll protect you. I’ll keep you safe.”

      She felt his grip loosen. His voice was familiar. She attempted to settle into his hold and ignore the involuntary shake that rattled through her on endless repeat.

      “Listen, we’re getting out of here. Some place safe. I’m going to let you go now. You just need to listen to me and do as I SAY.”
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      Albie parked at the end of the cul-de-sac and joined the police officers assembled in the middle of the road.

      “What have you got, son?”

      “Sarge,” he nodded, “we’re waiting for two officers to report back from the scene. We’re keeping the residence inside. No sign of PC Watts, but neighbours reported a disturbance.” Albie nodded and joined the others awaiting news. Two ambulances blocked the street, and neighbours gawked through thin net curtains. Others, less discrete, wandered out of their houses but were soon ushered inside. It reminded Albie of the Fennick Estate. It may have been an up market area, but underneath their outward personas, people were people and couldn’t quell their curiosity.

      Albie shuffled against hedges and along front garden walls with a calm stealth, aware that the situation was volatile. With silent, frantic gestures, he mouthed for one team to approach the front of the property and for the others to follow him under the arched bushes that led to the back gardens. He flailed at the airborne insects as they danced before his eyes. The torch light lit a passage a short distance ahead of him to check for twigs and uneven paving. Sounds and smells were intense at night. A sweet cloy of fragrances with an underlying rot of compost hit his nostrils and lingered. A rustle in the bushes had him throw his arm back to stop his followers. He froze. Poised to attack. The ginger mange of fur hit his beam, stopped, and met his gaze with a cold stare, then disappeared on the other side of the pathway.

      The team continued, a slow, stealthy approach. A piercing scream forced him to abort all caution. He shot to the end of the pathway, then listened and gestured to a garage at the far end to his right. Albie stood to one side while the officers prized free and released the door.

      Tanya rolled under the door, unable to wait until it was fully opened. Two officers wrapped her in their jackets, and one embraced her to control her shaking. Her eyes, large and bright, flicked from face to face.

      “I’m so sorry. The witness and Olivia…I don’t know what’s happened to them. It’s the caretaker’s son. He did this.” She placed hesitant fingers on the tender wound that throbbed in time with her heart.

      Albie held up a hand to stop her. “We’ve got it, okay.”  He turned to the others. “Take PC Watts and get her checked out.”

      The back gardens were easy to access. They were in an isolated spot with fences a child could scale.

      “Any idea which garden is Miss Devine’s?” He followed the officer to the next fence along. The young man took a run up and walked the fence like Spiderman. He sat and balanced on the edge, scanning the ground below.

      “There’s something down here, Sarge. It looks like a bundle of rags. Difficult to see exactly.”

      Albie’s world stopped. All senses froze. If there was such a thing as a sixth sense, it kicked in at that moment.

      “Move.” He shouted as he clambered to the top and vaulted the fence. A roll secured his landing just a few feet away from the silent bundle. He knelt in front of the crumpled figure and attempted to lift a clump of her hair. In the dimness of night, her features where prominent, the darkened patches touching on grotesque. Albie stifled a primitive cry which bubbled up from his gut. He swept his clammy forehead and swallowed putrid bile.

      “Get her to a hospital.” His barked order startled those around him into action. He leapt to his feet and gestured for his team to spread across the width of the garden and follow.

      “Sarge, the assailant is inside. He has a hostage. The front exit it blocked.” The repeated radio message engaged his attention. He stilled, and his team copied in unison. He retrieved the offered radio and dictated clear instructions.

      “But Sarge, he has a hostage. Are you sure you want to proceed with—”

      “Officer. He will not harm the hostage, no matter what he’s threatened. Now hold the front. We’re going in.”

      “Sarge!”

      A thread of light slithered from the window through a narrow gap where the curtains failed to meet. The bright light illuminated a battered face. Like an actor on stage, a wide-eyed face stared unblinking from a bed of fragrant flowers.

      Albie and other officers rushed to Reggie’s side. One spoke into his radio as another helped Albie assess his injuries.

      “He’ll live.” Albie said. He stood and slipped off his overcoat and laid it over Reggie’s shaking shoulders, while the officer with the radio asked for further medical assistance.

      The brightness that spilled from every room of the flat inferred a busy interior, a complete contrast to the silent near emptiness that could be seen through the open windows. Before entering, he stilled. He cleared his head, slowed his breathing, and made an internal promise there would be no more casualties.  Cool air danced through the flat and dried the perspiration that dripped from his forehead. The soft hum of an overhead fan soothed and cooled simultaneously, the movement hypnotic.

      Albie locked eyes with his colleague in the opposite doorway and moved with caution in the direction of his nod. His team flanked him. They arranged themselves into triangular lines, each movement made with silent precision. Some took cover behind available furniture.

      Albie waited for the final officer to place himself before he spoke.

      “Nick Lansbury, I’m DS Albie Edwards. I know you have Josie Jeffries in the room with you. Miss Jeffries can you hear me?” He hesitated. Listened. A muffled scream, scraping, perhaps an attempted struggle.

      “Josie. Stay calm, Mr Lansbury doesn’t intend to hurt you. Do you, Mr Lansbury?”

      The lock clicked, and Albie squinted at the door handle. The movement had been precise and deliberate. As the door was flung open, Albie raised his hands palms forward. His colleagues responded by maintaining their pose. Albie stared at the intimidating figure who filled the whole doorway. His right arm embraced a limp, slim figure much like a child would a rag doll. Josie slumped into his hold, her ghost-like face drained of blood and emotion as she struggled to keep her distance from the large kitchen knife pressed against her neck.

      In that moment, Albie wondered at Nick’s choice of weapon. One crick should have been sufficient to snap her neck. What good would come of using the knife? After all, from the lack of colour in her face, it was doubtful that much blood ran through her veins anymore.

      Albie spoke—a mellow bass, gentle in the electric atmosphere of unsettled silence.

      “Come on, Nick, lower the knife. I know you do not want Josie hurt.” The whites of his knuckles protruded further, and a drop of blood drew a virgin trail from the edge of the blade, forming a crimson pool in the dip of her collarbone. Albie outstretched both arms in front of him. Palms back in their original position, he took one step towards Nick.

      “You don’t want to do this, Nick. She’s not responding. You are killing her.”

      Nick’s grip tightened.

      “Stay back. You’re not taking her from me. I’m here to protect her.” His grip tightened. Josie gasped. A crushed fragile wisp of herself—defeated, out of fight. In the split second it took for Nick to adjust his hold on Josie, Albie turned side on and charged. His shoulder barged into Nick’s left side, he felt the knife slice his outer arm.  Pain was not instant, just the liquid warmth that oozed from his wound. He stayed low and covered the girl like a giant shield. The next jolt of the knife felt like a thud in his upper back. Shouts and commotion cleared his thoughts.

      “Get behind me, gov.”

      The full weight of an armed officer flattened him to the wall. At the same moment, Lansbury angled the knife around the officer into his side. He lost focus. His intense stare fell on a book balanced on the arm of a flower pattered chair. Words danced on the cover before the whole book took on a life of its own and mingled with the flowers, a mirage before darkness. His final thoughts were that his team had a great opportunity to rid themselves of an egotistic boss they hated.

      The bloodied knife slipped from Lansbury’s grasp, and he reached out to Josie.

      Within seconds, his hands were secured in hand cuffs behind his back, and he was marched from the room towards the front door.

      “Nick. No wait.” Reggie ran up from behind.

      A strong arm barred his way.

      “Your son is being taken to the station. I suggest you contact a good lawyer before you join us.”

      Reggie lowered his head, gave a slow nod, and pivoted as if to turn away. Instead he gave a war cry, drew a knife from up his sleeve, and ducked under the policeman’s arm. He weaved his way through them like a slippery eel.

      “Nick.” His screech was shortened as Reggie tackled him to the ground. Nick brought his legs up to his stomach, wriggling frantically to escape the knife.

      Reggie mouthed into his ear, “You’ve left me no choice. You’re poison, Nick.” He plunged the knife into Nick’s neck as he struggled under his weight. Officers hauled Reggie up off his son, and onlookers could do nothing but watched the devastation as it unfolded. A frantic medic bellowed orders to his team while covering the neck wound in a futile attempt to stop the bleed from the severed artery.  Albie followed the officers who escorted Reggie to the squad car. One of the officers held his hand above Reggie’s head and encouraged him to lower his body then checked that he was seated comfortably before they drove away.

      Albie slipped into the driver’s seat of his car, slipped the packet of cigarettes he carried around with him out of his pocket. He sniffed the end of one before placing the filter between his lips, leant back on the headrest, and closed his eyes.
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      DS Fawn paced across the front of the room, stood by the murder board, and cleared her throat. Tanya leant against the wall at the back to take the weight off her swollen leg and tried to ignore the ache in her left arm and the throb in her head.

      DI Masters rose from her chair. “The sooner you all shut up, the sooner I can buy you all a drink for a job well done.” The chatter died down, and Masters sat back down. “Okay, DS Fawn, the floors all yours.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for DS Edwards?”

      Tanya threw her voice as best she could from the back of the room. Nick Lansbury’s fingers had damaged her throat. She could talk, but sounded like a cross between Barry White and a toad.

      “DS Edwards sends his apologies.” She locked stares with Fawn and pasted the best false smile on her face she could manage. “Another checkup at the hospital. He’ll probably give Frank’s parents a hand. He’s allowed home today.”

      A cheer and clapping broke out in the crowd. Tanya’s mouth broke into a genuine smile. She wobbled on her foot and leant back into the wall. Tanya kept her eye on DS Fawn’s poker face and caught a glimpse of anger in her eyes. Albie knew she’d want him at the meeting so he could watch her receive all the credit for solving the case. He didn’t have another appointment. Tanya knew but would back him all the way. The only reason she was there was so someone could call ‘bullshit’ if Fawn attempted to bad mouth Albie.

      “Right, let’s make a start. So I’m going to take each individual perpetrator at a time. If you have any questions, you may ask after each case or at the end.”

      “I think they’ve got the idea, DS Fawn. Move on.” DI Masters glanced at her watch and then at the restless faces in the room.

      DI Masters turned, then pointed to the clock on the wall. “You’ve ten minutes and no longer, DS Fawn.”

      Fawn turned her back to the clock, “Terry Young aka Rattler. He’s been remanded in custody for the attacks on Frank and Layla Reynolds plus a charge for possession. We’re still gathering evidence and hope to have more charges to throw at him soon. “

      Lifting the pointer to Nick and Reggie Lansbury, she lowered her head and read from a piece of paper in her hand.

      “Reggie has been charged with the attack on Nick. We are also investigating his involvement with the death of his wife Lana Ann Dyer in 1975. Nick Lansbury has been charged with the attacks on Josie Jeffries, Olivia Devine, Reggie Lansbury, and DS Albie Edwards. He is also in the process of being charged with the murder of Emily Dyer, Tyler Duke, and Irene Jeffries. As well as the assault on Mitchell Dyer.”

      “Thank you, Fawn.” DI Masters gestured for her colleague to take a step back. “I’ll continue from here.” She tapped her watch. “Time’s running away with us. All you really need to be aware of is that weapons from each attack have been traced back to the boiler room, where both suspects can also be placed. Tests also link Emily to the flat where Layla Reynolds was assaulted.”

      DS Fawn stepped forward to take over, but DI Masters held up a hand and shook her head. “Tyler Dyer. Weapons used to attack him were found in a search around the area of the attack, but finger prints from the blade are a match with Nick Lansbury.”

      She moved forward and, as a show of compassion, she lowered her head. For a moment Tanya thought she was going to ask them all to pray, and a tension hung over the room until she lifted her head and smiled.

      “We’re so privileged to have such professional team members here who are willing to do their job to the end, no matter the consequences. It’s time to think about young PC Frank Gibbs, DS Albie Edwards, and PC Watts.” She held her hand out towards me and everyone looked my way before the clapping started again.

      “Thank you, DS Fawn. Right I’ll see you all in the pub. The first drinks on me. You deserve it, every single one of you.”
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      Soft light glowed inside the curtained cubicle. Albie winced as he altered his position on the cushioned chair next to the bed. He knew painkillers would kick in soon and the discomfort would ease. He leant forward, smoothed the dark wave of hair back from Olivia’s face and entwined her fingers in his. Emotion whirled inside him. He’d been in a state of shock which soon evolved into guilt as his wounds had begun to mend. She, however, remained in a state of unconsciousness, reliant on machines to keep her alive.

      The nurses had been supportive, even allowed him access to her at night once they realised he wasn’t welcome when family and friends visited. Delilah was on the war path and blamed him, quite rightly, for the attack.

      “You might as well have put Liv in here yourself. You selfish bastard,” she’d screamed at their last meeting in the corridor outside the nurse’s station. The nurses took pity on him. After all, he’d been attacked and stabbed in the line of duty. One of England’s finest, put in a wheelchair. But he knew better. Delilah had seen through him years ago. The callous ambitious thug, relentless and self-absorbed.

      He squeezed Olivia’s hand tighter and rested his forehead on her pale translucent skin. The swelling had all but disappeared from her face; however, it now resembled a grotesque palette of dismal colours.

      Albie bent his head towards her ear. “Josie left hospital today. She’s taken Josh to live with her dad. She’ll be fine. They’ll have an opportunity to rebuild their lives.”

      He listened to the machine pumping, watched her eyes, waited for a flicker of understanding. Nothing.

      “Nick Lansbury will pay for the pain and heartache he’s caused. I promise.” The tears that had settled in the corners of his eyes escaped. He choked on his words. “Wake up, Liv. There’s so many people who need you. Wake up.” He rested his other hand on their entwined hands and counted the beats of the pump until his own heart found the rhythm.

      Albie walked towards his car where Tanya waited.

      “So, how’s your wounds now? Healing I hope.” Tanya said as she walked to meet him. “You missed a great meeting this afternoon, you know. DS Fawn was on game, but Masters took over. She sung your praises.”

      “Did they ever find out why Andy Reynolds withdrew his statement? It’s been bugging me, although I could have a good guess.”

      “Harry Garrett said when he was interviewed, Reynolds confessed to having an affair with Lana Lansbury. Reggie suspected Lana of playing away and threatened to tell his wife. Guilt and shame were reasons for pulling his statement. Mary had terminal cancer. He didn’t want her to find out. He’s going to be a witness for us now. Chloe is as well. She was with Charlie in the boiler room and saw Nick remove Mitchell’s tongue. Now how about we go and celebrate a job well done?”

      Albie smiled. He hated small talk and he knew where this was leading. “So that’s why you’re here?”

      “I don’t know what you mean. I thought you might want to chat. Perhaps even ask how I am. It’s been a while, you know.”

      Albie shook his head, and his smile faded. “Thanks, Tanya. I’m not going to the pub. Nice try, but why don’t you just go back and say I’ve had a relapse or something.”

      “I will not. Tell them yourself. Anyway, I’m not taking you to the pub. I’m dropping you home.”

      “You’re not driving. Not with that leg.”

      “Okay, you can drive me home then, not that I think you’ve been given license to drive yet either.”

      They sat in compatible silence listening to Bon Jovi’s chilled album.

      “We go via your house on the way home, don’t we?” Tanya raised her voice over the music, and Albie frowned.

      “Why?”

      “It’s just. Well I wanted to borrow some films. You’re always bragging about your collection. Go on, I’ll only take a couple. Time drags on sick leave.”

      “Enjoy it while you can. I hear your Sergeant is an old slave driver.”

      He pulled his BMW outside his house. It wasn’t often he was so fortunate. Normally he had to walk about half a mile from the nearest parking space to home.  He climbed from the car and walked up the path. Tanya struggled behind but was glad because it was easier to hide her smile. He put the key in the door and switched the light on in the hall.  The afternoon sun was low in the sky and moving further away by the day. He opened the living room door as Tanya shut the front door and jumped before the scream.

      “Surprise!”

      “Mum, what’s all this?” Albie hugged his mother and the others who ran towards him laughing.

      “I contacted Tanya, asked her whether she thought this would be a good idea. Whether you need cheering up? After all you’ve…Well, no need to say any more. So I just asked your favourite people for a celebration.”

      Eva shoved a glass in Tanya and Albie’s hands. “To Albie Edwards and Tanya Watts, who keep our streets safe. Albie, you’re loved.”

      “Sorry about that, Sarge. But you know how persuasive Marianne can be when she wants her own way.”

      Albie faced her knocked glasses and smiled. “No need to apologise, Tanya.  I was expecting someone else to be here.”

      “Who?”

      “No worries, I’ve just texted him. He’s on his way. I told Leo you won the bet and he can’t wait to buy you dinner.”

      “No you haven’t.”

      Albie smiled, nodded and slipped a cigarette in his mouth.

      “What are you doing?” Tanya asked as she watched him light up.

      “Well, Watts. It’s time to have my celebratory smoke.  You know it was a compromise I made with myself when I gave up.”

      “But that’s just silly. You’re just giving yourself an excuse to smoke. Surely you can celebrate in another way?”

      Albie grinned. “Now what was I saying about Nico?”

      Tanya shook her head and held her hands to her reddening cheeks.

      “Oh, yes. I told him you put together the initials of Josie Jeffries and Lana Lansbury. 4 J + L on two different bodies. That’s what spurred him on to murder. He was protecting the two women he cared about in his life. A mother who couldn’t protect herself from his father’s obsession and in Josie a woman bullied by those closest to her, who were supposed to give her love and support.”

      The doorbell rang.

      “That’ll be Leo.”  Albie strolled towards the door and watched Tanya stride to the far end of the room and crouch on the floor on the pretence of playing with his godchildren. In truth, she knew there was nowhere to hide from Leo Nico.
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