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Chapter 1

Keith
Bolton smirked as he pointed a chubby finger in the direction of the cells.
‘Go on, Sullivan, the suspect is waiting.’
Robin’s eyes flicked up to the clock on the wall. She’d miss the presentation if she went now, and her inspector had laid down the law just this morning that attendance was not optional. Bolton’s smug smile broadened. He knew what crap she’d get if she wasn’t lined up with the rest of CID to welcome the new Deputy Chief Constable. Bolton’s little piggy blue eyes dared her to challenge him. Over his shoulder she could see the custody sergeant’s face twist into sympathy at her impossible choice: piss off the Boss and show him up in front of several rungs of police hierarchy, or annoy the low-grade, balding bully who could and would make her life a complete misery for weeks if she gave him the chance. Robin sighed and nodded.
‘Fine. I’ll go now.’ Maybe she could rush this interview and still have time to get to the meeting on time. Fat hope, she knew, but she clung to it.
The DS turned and walked off without a further word, but the enormous detective constable at his side couldn’t resist a further dig.
‘There’s a good girl,’ sneered Tony Parker and pushed past her. She leapt to one side but not fast enough – a meaty hand lashed out and smacked her hard on the bum as he sauntered away. She rubbed her arse, face stinging. Just breathe, she thought desperately, sooner or later you’ll get a promotion, or move away, or he’ll drop dead or something and you won’t have to deal with this anymore.
Desk sergeant ‘Mac’ Mackenzie cleared his throat and looked up from his bank of internal CCTV screens. He was one of the good ones, she knew.
‘What a pair of charmers,’ she said, pasting on a grin to cover both their embarrassment. The lanky Scotsman laughed gratefully at the feeble joke.
‘I’ll fetch Greenway up for you,’ he said, picking up the cell keys. ‘If you’re quick –‘
She nodded, and moved into the empty interview room.
Needless to say, taking the statement of the odious Gary Greenway, full-time tea leaf of the parish, was not quick. Fortunately, Robin was so used to the everyday insults, offensive comments and sexist jibes she received from Parker and his cronies that she barely registered Gary’s feeble attempts at scoring points off her. Despite everything she had to bite back a smile at the puzzled look on his face as another of his cherished wisecracks fell flat.
‘So, let me just get this straight,’ she said at last, shuffling the pages of the handwritten statement together. ‘You don’t know how the stolen watches ended up in a duffle bag behind your sofa. In fact, you’d never seen them before.’
‘I’m telling yer. Now she listens!’ He nodded at his solicitor, who barely glanced back at his spotty face.
‘You’ve never seen the stuff, never handled it, nothing to do with you.’
‘Right.’ He smiled and sniffed a long and juicy sniff. Robin repressed a shudder.
‘Your hands.’ She tucked a strand lock of dark brown hair behind her ear.
He blinked. ‘What?’
‘Your hands.’ She gestured at the pale fingers spread out on the desk between them, nails bitten down to the quick. ‘You know, the two flappy things on the end of your arms?’
‘Eh?’
‘Have they been with you the whole time?’ He gawped. ‘I mean, at no time have your hands left your arms and been somewhere else, without the rest of you?’
Greenway turned wide eyes to the man sitting next to him. ‘What’s she saying, Gordon?’
‘Detective Constable,’ warned the lawyer. She was surprised, having assumed he was asleep with his eyes open. ‘Please do not insult my client with your sarcasm.’
Robin nodded. She adopted a serious tone and said: ‘Of course. My apologies. Gary, if you’ve never seen or touched these watches before, and – as we’ve just established – it’s impossible for your hands to have been somewhere without you, then how do you explain the full set of your fingerprints that we’ve found on the stolen goods?’
‘Um, er, I…’ The big adam’s apple in Gary’s narrow throat went up and down convulsively, and his eyes rolled back to his solicitor in mute appeal.
‘I’d like to request a break to confer with my client,’ said Gordon, now sitting up more alertly.
Wakey wakey, thought Robin, you really let him sleepwalk into that one. ‘Certainly, Mr Higgs.’ She glanced up at the clock and winced at the time. ‘Interview suspended at 10.14 am.’ She clicked off the tape recording and nodded to the uniformed constable by the door. ‘Let me know when Mr Greenway is ready to resume.’ She smiled warmly as she closed the door with a calm and unhurried click, and then turned and sprinted up the hallway.
‘Quick!’ said Mac as she thundered past. She skidded round the corner and barrelled up the stairs to the third floor meeting room. As she took the steps two at a time she thanked her lucky stars that she’d started trail-riding six months ago, reaching the top only slightly out of breath and not half dead as she would have been before. She forced herself to stop for a second, stilled her breathing, smoothed her long hair and straightened her jacket, and then swung through the closed door with her head held high. Never explain, never apologise, she repeated to herself.
The bump of the door drew all eyes to her like wasps to a picnic. Robin tried not to notice the scowl on the face of her boss, Detective Inspector Lionel Goode, or the frown that DS Bolton shot her. Instead she elbowed her way into a tight pack of plods gathered in the furthest corner. Tony Parker and his creepy pals sneered at her as she pushed by, but fortunately even he wasn’t brazen enough to get handsy right in front of the entire top brass of the station. There’s a positive, she thought, setting her face
into an interested and unconcerned smile, at least I haven’t been felt-up in the last five minutes. At this thought she glanced up at the three uniformed figures standing at the top of the room, and her heart hit her boots. The Chief Constable was glaring at her over his little glasses, the Assistant Chief Constable for Professional Standards was frowning, and the tall blonde woman between them was looking at Robin as if she’d crawled out from under a stone. Robin felt a tell-tale blush creeping up her neck revealing how absolutely mortified she really was. It wasn’t my fault! she wanted to shout to the room, but she knew that would impress nobody. So instead she bit the inside of her cheek, flicked back her hair, and smiled that damn smile.
To take her mind off her acute embarrassment Robin studied the new Deputy Chief Constable. The grainy photo in the Force newsletter really hadn’t done her justice:  she was in her late forties, Robin judged, and very pale and slim inside the dark blue and silver of her dress uniform. Her face looked remote under a polite half-smile. A Valkyrie, Robin thought, and as this crossed her mind her eyes met the blonde’s icy look and she almost dropped her gaze back to the floor, but then she thought fuck it, I bet you’ve been messed about by plenty of sexist detective constables in your time too. To her own surprise she met the stare and smiled, properly this time. She was even more surprised when the woman smiled faintly back.
‘As I was saying’ said Chief Constable Williams with pointed emphasis, ‘none of us here need reminding about the recent suggestions of fraud and malpractice in the service. Allegations of…’ his voice droned on and Robin tuned out. They all knew what this was about. She’d only been in the station for six months when a death in custody had led to a full-scale investigation of some of the Force’s most senior and longest-serving officers. Several familiar faces had resigned, and a couple had since been charged with perverting the course of justice, theft, and collusion with local criminal figures – some of whom had also been charged – but the net result was that the public’s trust in the police had been severely dented. Canteen mutterings had it that the Chief Constable himself had been hauled over the coals by the Home Secretary for not noticing the criminality in his own service; presumably this was why he was now installing a new DCC with a clean pair of hands and a specific remit for rooting out and obliterating corruption.
‘She’s a right ball-breaker.’ Keith Bolton had said during one of his many pronouncements on the subject. ‘Comes in from the Met. Takes no prisoners, I’ve heard, just slices and dices and gets coppers the sack.’
Bent coppers, she’d thought silently, corrupt bags of shit like you. No wonder you’re worried. But then she’d been horrified to hear what he had said next.
‘And she’s a fucking dyke,’ Bolton almost spat the words. ‘Frigid too, to look at her. Can’t get a decent fella so sets out to ruin honest men’s lives.’
‘Shut up, Keith!’ Robin’s face had burned with outrage. All heads turned to her, Bolton’s mouth hanging open in astonishment that this humble DC was speaking back to him. ‘I don’t want to listen to that homophobic crap. If you’re an honest man then you’ve nothing to worry about from this investigation. And whether you are or you’re not –‘ his face purpled with rage but she carried on regardless, ‘this woman’s sexuality has nothing to do with her work and has certainly nothing to do with you.’
In the total silence that followed she’d turned on her heel to march out before she fell apart with shock at cheeking the DS like this, and had bumped straight into the Assistant Chief Constable, Paul Austin. He automatically reached up to steady her before stepping politely to one side and fixing the assembled detective sergeants with a glare.
‘Well said, Detective Constable. Anything more you’d like to share about your views on the Chief Constable’s actions, DS Bolton?’ Keith shook his head, blood red with anger. Austin nodded, and everyone began to shuffle away to pretend to work. Robin prepared to do the same when he turned to her and said: ‘DC Sullivan, a word?’
She’d followed him into his office and closed the door. Oh God, she’d thought, now I’m going to get a bollocking for shouting at a senior officer. The ACC sat himself behind his desk and regarded her thoughtfully.
‘I don’t think you’ve been with us for very long, have you, Robin?’ he asked.
‘That’s right, sir.’
‘Yes, I think you transferred here about three months after me. Right, well in that case you may not be aware that as well as Professional Standards I am also the Service’s designated senior officer responsible for equality and diversity.’ He nodded over to the side wall where a wall planner was marked up with Black history month, LGBTQ month, international women’s day, an a slew of religious festivals. Beside the planner Robin noticed a framed picture of the ACC with a white man, both smiling broadly. She snapped her eyes forwards again, worried he would think she was prying. He smiled, and she realised he had seen her clock the photo. ‘That was my husband, Tom. He died last year.’
‘I am so sorry, sir.’
Austin said nothing for a moment and straightened something on his desk. Then he looked up and smiled. ‘So for both personal and professional reasons, let me just say that if you find that the – opinions – of your colleagues become too offensive you can come to me.’ He saw her face and held up a hand. ‘I know, nobody talks, nobody tells, but unless we tackle the sort of offensive bullshit that I just overheard then nothing will ever change. And you and I both know that’s not ideal.’
She met his eye, and then smiled. Your gaydar is really working, she thought. ‘Duly noted, sir.’
His dark eyes twinkled back, then he leaned sideways in his chair to look past her and back through the glass walls of his office.
‘Ah, I think DS Bolton has found somewhere else to be. Carry on then, detective constable.’
Robin looked at Paul Austin now as he stood beside his new colleague. He half turned to the woman and murmured something, and she smiled in response. Perhaps they already knew each other, thought Robin, although it would make sense for them to be friendly as they were going to be working so closely together. She couldn’t stop her eyes drifting over to the woman as she nodded at something the Chief Constable was saying. She was almost as tall as the two men, and she was one of those astonishingly good-looking people that somehow don’t seem real. Instead she could have stepped from a film set, playing some kind of Nordic goddess, incongruously plonked into this crowd of scruffy coppers. Under the strip lights her hair shone a very pale gold from its tight regulation bun and Robin idly wondered how long it would be once let down. As if following that thought she let her gaze track slowly onwards, lingering for a second on the promise behind the snugly buttoned jacket, and then all the way down those long, long legs. She really was a seriously attractive woman. She looked back up at her face and found those sharp blue eyes staring straight back.
Oh Christ! Robin blushed to the roots of her hair and almost hyperventilated. I’ve been caught checking her out! She never did that, never once had she allowed her professional mask to slip to reveal more of the real her underneath, so why on earth had she done it today? I am so dead.
‘And so I will let Deputy Chief Constable Lara Black introduce herself.’
Robin kept her eyes firmly planted on the floor through the ripple of polite applause. And then a cool voice spoke to the room and sent the hairs rising on the back of her neck.
‘Good morning, everyone.’ Robin desperately wanted to look up but just didn’t dare. Instead she shuffled very slightly sideways until she was almost hidden behind a goliath of a DC. From over his shoulder she snatched a glance, and was amazed at the poise of the woman standing in front of them explaining how she was going to be examining everything and everyone for indications of wrong-doing. She really is a goddess, Robin thought, alien and incorruptible, or a Valkyrie come to sweep down on us all and carry off the guilty. ‘And I realise that this will not make me many friends within this Service,’ the new DCC was saying, ‘but the trust of the public in the police is more important than popularity. It’s more important than meeting targets for clear-up rates, and it’s more important than getting criminals off the streets.’ A low mutter of dissent fluttered through the audience. The woman merely smiled a distant smile, reminding Robin of the imperturbability of a glacier flowing on its way without heeding any obstacles. ‘You may disagree, and indeed I can hear that many of you do. But consider this: without the public’s trust how can they believe that the clear-up rates of this Service are accurate, and not padded for political or personal benefit? How can they trust that the criminals arrested are indeed guilty of the crimes for which they are charged? Without public faith in our professional standards then nothing you, or I, or any of our colleagues can do will make any difference. And we’re here to make a difference, ladies and gentlemen. So I will do what I have been brought here to do, and when I am finished you will be able to be confident that you are making an honest, professional and sincere difference to the public’s lives.’ She smiled again. ‘Thank you.’ And in the genuine applause that followed she turned quietly away.
Oh bloody hell, thought Robin. This is going to be trouble.




Chapter 2

And trouble it certainly was. Over the next few weeks DCC Black was everywhere: seating herself quietly at the back of team meetings, unhurriedly flicking through case notes picked up from random desks, drifting silently around the station and into every nook and cranny like a ghost. A ghost of a Valkyrie, Robin thought, catching sight of the tall pale figure walking calmly down a corridor and stilling conversation as she went. It must be lonely, seeing the remote smile that seemed to permanently adorn that beautiful face but which never reached the watchful blue eyes. At least ACC Austin treated her like a human being, exchanging friendly words and occasionally provoking a low purr of laughter.
‘He’s trying his luck, I see,’ muttered Tony one afternoon as the two senior officers strode past them all, chatting warmly. Robin had to turn away to stifle a chuckle. How wrong can you be? Unfortunately Parker caught the look on her face. ‘What’s so funny, Tweetie Pie?’ Robin ground her teeth at the stupid nickname. The big DC shambled over and got right into her personal space, leering. ‘Fancy your chances with the ACC, do you? Did he hold your hand the other day?’
Robin felt herself blush, which just made his mates chuckle more loudly. Making a huge effort, she looked up at the bloke’s pudgy face and beamed.
‘But you know my heart belongs to you, Detective Constable,’ she said with all the sarcasm she could muster. Parker glowered as his friends laughed at his expense.
A sudden hush fell as their big Detective Sergeant, Keith Bolton, appeared in their midst with a suddenness that should have been impossible for one of his bulk. His puffy, moustachioed face was as inscrutable as ever.
‘Sullivan,’ he growled in his Benson and Hedges voice. ‘Uniform are reporting an assault down on the Speldhurst Estate. Your old friend Gary Greenway’s got himself beaten to a pulp.’ He slapped a manila folder into her hands and her spirits sank. ‘And remember, I want that case finished and signed off by 6pm. Now get going.’
She turned on her heel and walked away, telling herself she was ignoring the chorus of whistles and insults at her back. She almost didn’t see DCC Black standing quietly in the corner, watching the proceedings with that remote look on her face. Fine, see my humiliation, thought Robin and pushed past the woman to clatter down the stairs and out in the fresh air, and if you didn’t catch the whole show today, tune in tomorrow when I will be going through it all over again.
She stormed over to her car and slammed the door. I should have kept my mouth shut. It was bully-avoidance 101 not to draw attention to yourself in any way. She flicked through the file, and – surprise, surprise – found next to nothing in it. Typical. She’d be going into this situation practically blind. She threw the folder onto the passenger seat and turned the ignition. To add to her irritation she saw the engine light flash on as it had been doing for the past two weeks, although the useless mechanics at her local garage had yet to find the problem. Robin banged the dashboard in annoyance and the light went out, and then someone knocked on the driver’s window and made her jump out of her skin. To her complete amazement DCC Black was standing next to the car.
‘Can I help you, ma’am?’ asked Robin as she wound the window down. The woman was tall enough to have to lean right over to look into the car, which Robin tried not to think about.
‘DC Sullivan, is it? I happened to overhear DS Bolton asking you to investigate an assault and wondered if I might tag along?’ At the look of astonishment on Robin’s face she smiled and continued: ‘I know it’s a bit unorthodox but I find it’s the best way to really get a feel for the workings of a Service.’
There wasn’t anything to say to that other than: ‘Of course. Please get in.’
As the senior officer walked around the car Robin frantically shoved the file into the glove compartment and cleared the passenger seat of old water bottles and various bits of cycling gear that she’d discarded there. DCC Black opened the door and sat down as elegantly as she did everything else, resting her hat on her lap. Her eyes turned to Robin, and then caught sight of the dashboard engine alert, which had pinged on again.
‘Oh. Is that something you need to take care of?’
Robin busied herself exiting out of the car park and joining the one way system, trying to look professional and not flustered. ‘Er, no. I mean, yes, there is some kind of fault but nobody at the garage has been able to find it yet.’ She waited for a lorry to cross a roundabout in front of her and then pulled smoothly out onto the ring road. ‘To be honest this car is on its last legs so it probably won’t pass its MOT anyway.’
‘You don’t drive an unmarked car usually?’
Robin didn’t say that after several unpleasant experiences of driving one of the fleet cars after Tony and Lenny had been using it had put her off for life. Instead she just smiled politely and said: ‘I prefer to use my own. It’s simpler that way.’
They lapsed into silence for a few minutes as Robin navigated through the outer reaches of the estate and headed towards the run-down block that Gary Greenway called home. As always she felt her spirits sink at the sight of the fly-tipping and boarded up houses, and wondered again why the council didn’t do more to improve the area.
‘Not the most scenic of spots,’ remarked Black drily.
‘You could say that,’ agreed Robin. ‘Where were you based before this, ma’am? The Met, wasn’t it?’
The blue eyes turned towards her and the scrutiny made Robin’s skin burn. She gripped the steering wheel hard and tried to ignore the powerful signals her body was sending her. Be professional, for God’s sake! It didn’t help that DCC Black was even lovelier close up, and her beauty somehow accentuated by the fine silver scar Robin could see curling beside the full mouth, or another just beside the twist of golden hair. She suddenly felt very self-conscious about the way she’d shoved her own hair back into a rough pony tail. She shifted in her seat. Was this shirt even clean? She hardly remembered this morning and her stumblings to the wardrobe to get ready for the early shift.
‘Yes, I was based out of Holborn for three years.’ She paused, as if considering whether to continue. ‘Before that I worked in East Anglia, Cambridgeshire, and various other places.’
Robin’s ears pricked up. ‘You were in Cambridgeshire? I was in the Cambridgeshire Service myself before this.’
‘Before your time, I expect,’ she said and folded her arms suddenly, as if shutting off that conversation. ‘So what’s the backstory here?’
All business again, are we? Fine. Robin pushed down a stupid feeling of disappointment. ‘Gary Greenway is a well-known local low-life, with convictions for burglary, receiving, shoplifting, TWOC, and so on. He started early, and he’s only in his twenties now although he doesn’t look it.’ She glanced out of the window at a group of hard-faced kids who were watching the car with suspicion. ‘We’ve just had him in the nick for stealing a load of knock-off watches, and he was bailed on Monday.’ She tried not to blush at the thought of walking in that to that meeting. ‘Anyway, he’s not usually involved in violence so I was a bit surprised to hear he’d had a battering.’
‘What did the case notes say?’
Bugger bloody all, thank you, Tony. ‘They indicated that there had a been a fracas earlier this morning.’ She thought furiously. ‘I’m expecting an update from uniform about any witness statements.’
‘I see.’ The words were calmly amused. Robin drew up outside a tatty corner shop with rusted metal grids on the windows. ‘Looks like we’ve got a welcoming committee.’
Robin saw a uniformed constable advancing towards them. She lifted a hand to acknowledge him and then turned. ‘That’s Nick Wilson, he’s a good sort. How do you want to play this, ma’am? Do you want to take the lead?’
‘Oh no,’ the DCC unclipped her seat belt and shifted her long legs in preparation for getting out of the car. Robin found she was hyperaware of the tiny sound of the nylon brushing together and felt her mouth go dry. She quickly looked away. ‘This is your show, not mine. Just ignore me.’ Fat chance! thought Robin, but she smiled bravely and got out of the car.
‘Alright, Tweetie.’ The constable smiled and then froze when he caught sight of the DCC. ‘Er, good afternoon, ma’am.’
‘PC Wilson. Ignore me.’
His eyes swivelled in alarm to Robin who pulled a quick ‘I know but what can you do’ face in return whilst Black’s back was turned. ‘What’s happening, then?’ she asked.
‘Right. Well, the postman phoned in at 9.20 this morning to say a punch-up was in progress outside Eridge House.’ The three of them turned and walked towards the building. ‘Ordinarily he wouldn’t have reported it, he said, but one fella was getting a right pasting and he thought it could get nasty. PCs Conway and Malik attended at 9.40 and found the attacker had done a runner, but our friend Gary was sitting on the grass with his head in bits. They escorted him to the General and he got patched up and then brought him back here to answer a few pertinent questions.’ He shot her a sideways look. ‘What’s CID’s interest?’
‘DS Bolton suggested it would be wise to take a look,’ she replied evenly and saw the wheels turning in the bloke’s head. They pushed through the entrance doors and into the sour-smelling lobby.
‘Right.’ Wilson’s face remained deliberately impassive, giving him the air of weighty ponderings. ‘It’s the third floor and somebody’s been sick in the lift.’
They trudged up the stairwell, Robin again pleased that she didn’t lose her breath. Cycling for miles at the weekend to burn off the anger and frustration of the working week really did wonders for your fitness. Perhaps she should market it: Rage Trails. She almost smiled to herself but stopped when she saw the DCC watching her curiously.
At the sight of three coppers every resident of the block seemed to have vanished. Robin was sure that usually there would be half a dozen skinny lads loitering near Greenway’s scuffed front door but today the corridor was empty. Even the persistent thump thump of the music leaking out from within the flat seemed half-hearted. PC Wilson knocked.
‘Come on, Gary, it’s the police,’ he shouted.
For a long minute it looked as if nothing was going to happen, and then the door was suddenly wrenched open, releasing a rush of R&B and stale air. Gary blinked at them all blearily from blackened eyes and Robin was shocked at the extent of the beating he’d obviously taken. What on earth had he done to deserve that?
‘What d’you want?’ His speech was even less articulate than usual and his gums showed the gaps where several of his teeth had been dislodged. His usual innate cockiness also seemed to have been knocked out of him and Robin almost felt a pang of pity for this bedraggled figure.
‘We’ve come to ask you what happened this morning. Can we come in? Thanks.’ PC Wilson smiled breezily and shoved his way inside without waiting for an answer. With a sigh of resignation Gary trailed after him.
‘After you, Detective Constable,’ said the DCC. Robin walked ahead into the dank interior, the senior officer following.
Gary threw himself into a battered old arm chair and reached for an open can of Special Brew.
‘So what happened, Gaz?’ asked Wilson. Robin glanced automatically around the room, noting the detritus of Greenway’s chaotic existence. For the second time she felt a pang that, in the right light, could have looked like sympathy.
‘Nuthing.’
‘Really? Run into the side of a bus, did you?’ He smiled sarcastically. ‘Who was the bloke who beat you up? Just give us his name.’
After five minutes of futile questioning their only results were the looks of total scorn that Gary was giving the constable and the obscenities he was muttering under his breath. Behind them, the DCC prowled like some trapped wild beast, making them all nervous. Robin decided to take a different tack.
‘This was about the watches, wasn’t it? Was somebody upset that you took them?’ Bingo. Greenway’s face went rigid with fright for a second, before he took a long pull at the beer can to try to disguise it. ‘Who was that then?’
In the sullen silence she ran mentally through the names of local players who might have had an interest in a bag full of counterfeit goods. Her mouth went dry as she realised who was the most obvious candidate.
‘What is it?’ Black saw the look on Robin’s face and stepped forward, sounding almost concerned. Gary too had recognised the expression.
‘Don’t say it. Don’t you fucking say it.’ Greenway was panicked.
‘Don’t say what?’ said Wilson.
The scrawny man sat up in his chair and fixed two watery eyes on Robin’s face. ‘Please. Please, don’t say the name. She’ll think it was me what told you. Somebody will grass, everyone’s on the take round here and somebody will grass me up. And what’ll she do to me then?’ Tears rolled down the swollen cheeks. ‘I never knew they was hers, did I? I wouldn’t have nabbed them if I did, I ain’t stupid. But there’s no telling her, she don’t listen to words, she’s a fucking nutter!’ The last few words were whispered hoarsely and hung on the air like a curse.
Robin stepped back and forced a smile. ‘Well, if you reconsider you know where I am.’ The PC looked annoyed as she grabbed him by the sleeve and hustled him out of the room. Black was watching her carefully and followed her lead back to the dank corridor. As they stepped over the threshold Robin shouted: ‘You know witholding information from the police is a crime, right, Gary? You might want to think about that.’ And then louder, for the hidden audience behind every flimsy door on every scruffy landing: ‘Silence isn’t going to help you!’
She slammed the door and made a face at Nick to get him to shut up, waiting until they’d trooped down the stairs and were standing back at the cars before answering his unspoken question.
‘It was Sylvie Dean.’
His ruddy face paled. ‘Fuck me,’ he said, then caught sight of the DCC. ‘Sorry, ma’am.’
She waved it off, and turned her search-light eyes on Robin for an explanation.
‘Let’s get back to the station.’ Even out in the open she didn’t feel comfortable talking about this. She got back into the driver’s seat acutely aware that they were alone out here, with a thousand windows giving vantage point to anyone watching. PC Wilson’s liveried Volvo shot down the access road first, and she wasted no time in following. Only when they were back on the main roads and off the estate did her hands unclench from the steering wheel.
The DCC turned to her and said: ‘Explain.’




Chapter 3

Robin took a second to get her thoughts under control from their spirals of near-panic. ‘Six months ago when the original corruption scandal broke in the Force, several senior officers were investigated and charged.’ She glanced across, and found Black staring with frightening attention. ‘As well as the police service side, a couple of local crime bigwigs also got drawn in because it was proven they’d been behind the bribes and all the rest of it. Well, one of those people was Dickie Dean.’ She’d met him once. He was tall and grizzled, dressed with care in the sort of expensive leisure wear favoured by elderly comedians or giants of light entertainment. In fact, with his East End charm and warm smile he would have slotted right into any collection of TV stars on a golf course (and probably often had).
‘And who is this delightful young lady?’ he had asked of the Chief Inspector she was accompanying. ‘Welcome to my home, miss. Can I get you a drink?’
Despite herself she’d warmed to him, and she could see how easy it would be to go along with his pleasantries until you suddenly looked round and realised you’d been hopelessly compromised.
‘Dickie was a massive figure round here.’ She went on. ‘He’d been running betting shops and dodgy taxi firms and working girls for years, decades really. He was a shit, hard as nails, but he liked to believe that he had a code of honour that meant he left the really nasty stuff – drugs, human trafficking, hard core porn – to other, lesser men. That suited him and frankly it suited the Force, and everyone knew where they were.’ She swung the car onto the ring road and accelerated. ‘As time went on Dean made a show of ‘retiring’ and doing charity work, getting his photo in the local paper shaking the hand of the mayor, all that kind of thing. He’d begun to groom his daughter, Sylvie, to take over. Then comes the investigation and suddenly Dickie’s up on a charge of perverting the course of justice. Within a week he was banged up and waiting for his day in court.’
‘I don’t remember reading about a trial of anyone with that name.’
‘You wouldn’t have done. Four days on remand and he had a massive stroke. For a while it looked as if he wouldn’t make it, but he was a tough old bastard and he pulled through.’ She shook her head. ‘But it’s done him no good, he’s completely paralysed, can’t speak, feed himself, anything. Nobody would have wished that on him. So no trial, charges dropped, and Dickie goes home where he’s looked after by his wife, Barbara, and a team of round-the-clock nurses.’
‘And Sylvie?’
Robin took another breath. ‘Sylvie Dean. She is a psychopath.’ She glanced over. ‘I mean that quite literally. Dickie had managed to keep her more or less under control, but even he was a bit scared of her, apparently. When he had his stroke a couple of his right-hand men, Pete Malone and Tony Hitchens, decided they’d promote themselves to boss. Sylvie didn’t like that. We never found Malone but Hitchens was discovered in forty seven separate bin bags spread along the A22.’
There was a moment of silence. ‘Sending a message?’
‘That, definitely. But there was more to it. More –‘ she struggled for the right word. ‘More relish. Anyway, nobody challenged her for the top spot after that. Her first act was to get rid of the local gang dealing heroine, fentanyl, meth and crack. That brought a bit more trade for the Coroner and got her the nickname of the Ice Queen. From there she’s happily forgotten all those boundaries that Daddy Dickie put on what his guys would and wouldn’t do, counterfeiting being the latest string to her bow.’ She caught her lip between her teeth. ‘I wonder what else she’s getting involved in.’
Back at the station they made a beeline for the DCI and updated him on Robin’s theory. Big, balding and permanently grumpy, even Lionel Goode looked suitably appalled that Sylvie Dean was extending her empire once again.
‘Christ,’ he said, running a hand over his thinning hair, ‘that’ll mean everyone selling knock-offs is going to be in her cross-hairs.’ He looked at them both and nodded. ‘Good work, Sullivan. I’d better brief the ACC.’
Robin smiled politely. She knew that the compliment had been made solely for the ears of DCC Black. She turned.
‘Thank you for your help this afternoon, ma’am. I’d best get this report written up for the DS.’
Black nodded, her icy blue eyes focused on Robin’s face. The younger woman felt herself redden under the scrutiny. And then the DCC just nodded and turned away, walking swiftly out of the room.
As she sat down at her desk and began typing, Robin couldn’t help but think that having both Lara Black and Sylvie Dean on the patch was like combining matter and anti-matter: a big explosion was the only possible outcome. Two ice queens, she thought, just what I need.
Over the next few weeks Robin didn’t see much of DCC Lara Black. She and the rest of CID were caught up in the whirlwind of violence that swept through the city, racing out to scenes of beatings, arson, and – worse – disappearances of some local faces who vanished inexplicably and without a trace. When she was in the station Robin hardly lifted her head from her desk, relegated more often than not to report writing and data compilation by DCI Goode and DS Bolton. Whether this was a result of some chivalrous impulses on their part, or just because her typing was faster, she didn’t know and didn’t care; she wanted to be back out on the street helping to bring Dean to book.
If DCC Black was drifted around the station like the ghost of a Valkyrie, then Sylvie Dean haunted it like an unquiet devil. Her photo smiled down from every incident board, decorated every report, and if Robin’s own mind was anything to go by, shadowed the thoughts of every officer in the building. Operation Ice Queen, as it was called, took over all of their lives. Working late became even more of the norm, and everybody’s faces began to show the strain of trying to link Sylvie to any of her outrages; so far, they hadn’t come close to making anything stick.
The one bright point in her working life was that, for some unknown reason, DS Bolton seemed to have taken her under his wing, the gravitational force of his impressive bulk keeping the snarky comments and grabbing hands of Lenny and Tony away. She didn’t know whether Paul Austin had said something about reigning in the pack of DCs – it wouldn’t have been Lara Black, surely – or if he’d just twigged that she was one bum pinch away from GBH, but she didn’t care. With the hounds off her back she could at least concentrate on her actual work for a change, although Sylvie seemed to be able to effortlessly run rings around them.
After another frustrating day it had gone eight by the time Robin turned off her computer and headed to the door. Desk sergeant Mac Mackenzie was on duty and he looked up from the sports pages of his paper when he saw her come past towards the car park.
‘How you bearing up, Robin?’ His kindly face was crinkled with concern. She wondered how much of a wreck she was looking. She actually had some time off the next day, so maybe that long-postponed ride along the coastal trail might be worth doing. She forced a tired smile.
‘Knackered, but I’ll live. What’s it been like down here?’
He shrugged. ‘Pretty quiet. It seems like our local criminal community is lying low, hoping Hurricane Sylvie moves on and leaves them alone.’
She snorted, and pushed the door open. ‘Almost makes you wish for the good old days of cells full of drunks, a bloke busted for growing weed in his attic, and a handful of normal punch ups.’ They shared a laugh and she headed out.
She had been living for the past six months in a house a few streets up from the sea front. It wasn’t anything she would have been able to afford herself, but renting the owner’s spare room was just about within her budget. She pulled the car into a space just down the road from the tall white building, and got out. The bite of the evening air was sharp, and promised a clear night and sunshine tomorrow. Perfect for her bike ride.
Unlocking the handsome black front door she smelled a delicious scent of one of her landlady’s famous curries. Sure enough, Sue’s curly grey head popped out of the kitchen door and she took a few steps towards her, still cradling the wine glasses she’d been polishing.
‘Evening, Sue,’ called Robin.
‘Hi Robin,’ Sue looked rather guilty. She was expecting her ‘fancy man’, Derek, no doubt. Well, even if Robin had no love life to speak of she wasn’t going to cramp anyone else’s. ‘You ok? I’m just going to crash out.’
A buoyant look sprung onto Sue’s guileless face. ‘Oh, are you sure? Derek’s coming over but I’ve made enough for an army…’
‘It’s really fine,’ Robin smiled. She liked Sue, who’d bought this big old house decades ago and had raised a family here before her husband had died and her children had buggered off to jobs at the other end of the country. She’d been delighted to see her landlady find herself a gentleman caller, as she laughingly referred to him. And Derek was a nice guy (she knew, she’d checked him out on the police computer), who seemed genuinely fond of Sue in return.
‘Well, take a plateful upstairs with you, at least.’ The little lady bustled off into the kitchen, Robin trailing behind. In no time she’d been presented with a big dish of homemade chicken saag, rice, and a bottle of beer.
‘Thanks, Sue, you’re a life-saver.’ She really must buy some food in, thought Robin, trudging carefully upstairs with her bounty. That was another thing she’d not had time for lately.
She pressed the TV remote and ate her curry mechanically, not registering what was happening in the costume drama that was on. Eating her dinner in her bedroom like a teenager hadn’t been what she’d had in mind when she’d applied for this promotion in the big city, she thought, and then yawned. That pep-talk could also wait for tomorrow.
As promised, the next day was bright with winter sunshine that made Robin think spring was coming. She loaded her trail bike into the car and then set off through the hinterland of streets straggling up the hill before breaking off across country to the starting point of the trail. She’d been a bit worried that the beautiful weather would have meant the track was crowded, but her’s was one of only a few cars in the gravelled car park. She got the bike out, checked her pack had her usual kit plus phone and car keys, and adjusted the strap of her helmet. Her breath clouded out in front of her, but she knew she would warm up quickly once she got riding.
Ten seconds on the bike and all the pressures of the last few weeks soared away, dissolving above her head in the hazy blue of the late February sky. She loved the rush of the air against her face, and the feeling of every bump and twist transmitted up through the suspension and into the handlebars. The birds sang in the trees lining the route, and every few minutes she got a flash of sunlight and a snapshot of the sweep of green turf running down to the cliffs. This is what she had needed; this was a perk of seaside living that even she could share.
She shot down a twist of the trail and was almost on top of the woman sitting in the path before she knew it. Robin wrenched the front wheel round and squeezed the brakes, coming to a skidding stop just in time. She caught her breath and took in the crumpled remains of the woman’s bike, the grimace of pain on her face, and the spreading red patch on the knee of her leggings.
‘What happened? Are you ok?’ She was off her own bike in an instant. ‘Just hang on.’ Hastily she pulled out a fluorescent jacket from her bag and looped it through a branch just back round the corner as a warning to the next rider coming along; she had only just managed to stop and didn’t fancy sitting in the middle of the track waiting for someone else with slower reflexes to ride into them. Then she dashed back to the injured figure, dropping to her knees and putting a careful hand on her shoulder. ‘Can you look at me? Did you hit your head?’
The woman looked up at Robin with piercing eyes, and she realised with a start that this was DCC Lara Black.
‘I didn’t hit my head, I’m sure of it,’ she said. ‘I just caught my leg in the frame as it went out from under me.’ She grinned with pain, and her face went even paler. Robin mentally shook herself and grabbed out her first aid kit.
‘Right, I’m going to feel your leg to see if it’s broken, ok?’ She hesitated. ‘This is going to hurt.’
Lara nodded and braced herself, stiffening as Robin’s careful hands moved up from her ankle, testing gently for signs of fractures.
‘Sorry,’ she said, and looked away as tiny tears of agony glinted in the other woman’s eyes. ‘But good news, no breaks, I think. So no need to call the Air Ambulance, unless you’d like a ride in the big yellow chopper?’ It was a feeble enough jest but got a faint smile. All the while Robin’s hands were busy: pulling apart the ripped lycra over the knee and pressing a sterile dressing from her emergency kit onto the lacerated flesh beneath. The woman started to shake, either with cold or shock Robin wasn’t sure, so she pulled off her own warm top layer and draped it around Lara’s shoulders. For a second the intense blue eyes flickered over Robin’s t-shirt with its tourist slogan Melbourne Forever, and then she looked away.
Robin patched up the damaged knee as best she could and sat back on her heels. The day had cooled, high white clouds drifting over the sun, and she could see Lara’s fingers and lips turning blue under that translucent skin.
‘Right, we need to get you back to the car.’ She quickly lifted both bikes into the hedge, and said a silent prayer that they’d still be here when she got back, but there was no way she could manage even one of them and help the woman back to the carpark. ‘Do you think you can stand?’
‘Not sure.’
‘Put your arm round my neck,’ she stooped and gripped Lara around the waist, ‘now try to push up with your other leg.’ Robin pulled and Lara did her best to stand up, but the involuntary grunt of pain revealed how badly her knee was damaged. Instinctively Robin’s hands slid around the other woman’s back, steadying the trim body against herself, as they slowly limped back along the trail. She wished she was strong enough to just pick her up, but Lara was a couple of inches taller and the best Robin could manage was to take as much of her weight as possible.
It was a good half an hour before they reached the cars, which were the last two in the little car park. Robin nodded towards the dark blue Golf that must be the other woman’s.
‘Let’s get you sat in my car, then give me your keys and I’ll retrieve what you need from yours. I’ll come back and get it later.’
‘You don’t have to do this,’ muttered Lara, paling as she bent her knee to sit in the passenger seat of Robin’s scruffy Ford.
‘Yeah, don’t worry about it.’ Robin leaned across to clip the buckle of the seat belt, and then felt herself redden as she realised her head had brushed the other woman’s breasts. She stood up hastily and marched over to the Golf. Get a grip, she counselled herself, pinging the door lock and reaching in to retrieve a small leather bag tucked under the front seat. The car was pristine and smelled of expensive leather; she was mortified to think what the DCC must be thinking of Robin’s own car which had only got messier in the weeks since that visit to Gary Greenway. She clicked the locks closed and walked back to her own vehicle, sliding into the driver’s seat and dropping the bag onto the floor by the other woman’s feet. ‘How are you doing?’
Lara Black nodded, but she was biting her lip and had paled to almost ghostly whiteness. Robin switched on the engine, thumped the dashboard to get rid of the engine warning light symbol, and turned the heater on full. Then she pulled swiftly away and headed for the hospital.
It was almost eight o’clock when eventually Robin pulled up outside Sue’s house. She rested her head on the steering wheel, completely spent. They’d waited for hours in Accident and Emergency, with Lara getting more and more contorted with pain, until Robin had marched over to the desk and announced that they were police officers and somebody needed to come and look after her friend right now. After that things had moved quickly: Lara was wheeled off to be x-rayed, and then deposited back into a cubicle for a impossibly-young doctor to gently examine the busted knee. She pronounced that nothing was broken, but as well as the deep cuts to the skin surface the joint had taken a severe wrenching and was likely to need some physiotherapy before it would get back to normal. A nurse had been summoned to do some needlework, and a referral note written for Lara to present to her own GP.
‘And now you can take your girlfriend home,’ said the doctor breezily, smiling at Robin. She’d blushed to the roots of her hair, and didn’t dare look at the woman who was so not her girlfriend, who wasn’t even her boss, but instead her boss’s boss’s boss. God, help me, she thought.
Luckily the nurse insisted on Lara sitting in a wheelchair for the journey back to the car, and that meant that Robin couldn’t see her face. She’d been almost completely silent during the hospital visit, not responding to Robin’s attempts at conversation, and now tangible waves of disapproval and embarrassment seemed to roll off her. They managed not to look at each other as Robin assisted her into the car, and she had to steel herself to glance across at Lara when the engine was switched on and she was heading to the exit.
‘What’s your address?’
’88 Talbot Street, flat 2.’
‘Ok.’
She knew this was a road lined with very desirable town houses, just on the edge of a little park in the Regency part of town. Added to the pristine Golf and the expensive leather bag this sent a very clear message that Robin found was sinking her spirits like a heavy stone. She sneaked a glance at the woman who was managing to look elegant despite heavy strapping on her knee and Robin’s tatty jacket draped around her shoulders. She is so out of your league.
As she drew up outside the house Robin’s mouth dropped open to see Assistant Chief Constable Austin standing on the white steps. He hurried towards them, and pulled open the passenger door.
‘Lara! I just got your text. You look awful!’
When had she texted him? At the hospital? When Robin was waiting patiently for hours for her to come back from x-ray? Oblivious to the upset she’d caused, DCC Black unfolded at the sight of him and put out a hand for him to take.
‘Thanks, I don’t think!’ He helped her to stand and she leaned heavily on his arm, her fingers crushing the sleeve of his dark blue jacket.
‘Hi Robin,’ Austin leaned back down to call through the open door. ‘I’ll get her settled.’
‘Good, right,’ she muttered. Anger ebbed seamlessly into humiliation, as if she’d been caught out trying to make friends with a senior officer way above her rank.
‘Oh, Robin! Don’t go yet!’ Lara Black hobbled round and put a hand onto the door sill. Robin blushed in anticipation of some warm words of thanks and had her casual ‘no problem’ already lined up ready to go. ‘Could you get my car and bring it back here? It’s got a resident’s parking permit so you can leave it anywhere in the square.’ She dangled a set of keys, which the younger woman took automatically.
‘No problem,’ she answered weakly. The DCC had given her a faint smile and then she and Austin had turned their backs on Robin and headed to the front door.
By the time Robin had driven back to the car park, left her own car there and driven the posh Golf back into town, parked it, handed the keys to ACC Austin on the doorstep of the townhouse and then got a taxi back to the car park to pick up her own car again, it was already dark. She took a torch and picked her way back down the trail and collected the two bikes, which were miraculously still there, wheeling them slowly along in the cold and then shoving them both into the boot. She’d give Her Majesty her bike back at some future point. Perhaps she could leave it at the tradesman’s entrance for the butler to collect. She slammed the driver’s door angrily and roared off down the road for what felt like the fiftieth time that day, thinking that she never wanted to ride this particular route ever again.




Chapter 4

‘What’s up with you?’ Keith Bolton regarded Robin over the top of the greasy sandwich he was eating. They were sat in an unmarked car, surveilling a row of lock-up garages that a source had told them were owned by Sylvie Dean. Robin took a bite of her own butty and shook her head.
‘I’m fine.’
‘You’re not. You’ve been in a right mood for weeks.’
It was true, she’d been in a foul temper ever since that fiasco on the cycle trail. She’d fully anticipated some kind of thanks from DCC Black in the days following, but nothing had happened, and in the end Robin had just felt stupid that she’d expected anything. As a distraction she’d taken every opportunity for over-time that came up, even if it did mean sharing stake-outs with Keith Bolton. She thought she would be the recipient of all kinds of sexist jokes during the long hours stuck in smelly cars with him, but he’d seemed distracted and mainly hadn’t bothered.
She realised that he was still staring at her, waiting for an answer. She chose one that was nearly the truth.
‘I’m just annoyed that I’ve got to find somewhere new to live. My landlady is selling up and moving in with her boyfriend.’
Sue’s news couldn’t have come at a worse time, although Robin had tried to look pleased for her when she and Derek had announced it to her the other day. They’d been all pink-cheeked and happy and despite her sinking feelings Robin had managed to plaster a smile on her face.
Bolton grunted in something passing for sympathy.
‘Thank God me and Muriel bought our place before house prices went crazy,’ he said, and then stopped. She looked at him.
‘I didn’t know your wife’s name was Muriel,’ she said carefully, ‘you don’t talk about her much.’
The big man rustled his crisp bag loudly and cleared his throat. He is having an emotion, she thought in astonishment.
‘Yeah, well. She’s got cancer.’ He stared out of the steamy window. ‘Docs reckon she’s got six months, maybe.’
There was a heavy moment of silence.
‘Christ, Keith, I am so sorry.’
He shrugged. ‘Yeah. It’s shit. But that’s life.’
‘Are you going to retire?’ He must have done his thirty years and then some. ‘You know, spend some time…’
‘That’s what I’m planning. I told the DCI last week.’ He sighed and she saw the exhaustion on his face. ‘I just can’t be doing with all this crap right now.’
‘If – if there’s anything I can do,’ she stuttered feebly, feeling useless. ‘Anything you need… Anyway, just say the word.’
He almost smiled. ‘OK. Thanks.’ Then, in more characteristic tones: ‘This is a total fucking waste of time! We should be sat outside Sylvie Dean’s house, not this shitty lock up.’
Robin could tell he wanted to change the subject. ‘Is it true that she complained to her MP about police harassment?’ she asked.
He snarled. ‘Yeah, can you believe the nerve? And that crawling little low-life got on the phone to the Chief Constable, and we’ve been told not to put any officers within five hundred yards of her.’
It really was like trying to investigate with one hand tied behind their backs. As if to rub salt into their wounds, at that moment the garage door was thrown open and a young man in a sharp suit came out. He grinned and waved cheerily at the two officers. They groaned in unison. ‘Arsehole!’ shouted Keith, chucking the remains of his sandwich into the back and shoving the car into reverse.
‘How do they always know we’re here?’ asked Robin.
Keith shook his head darkly. ‘Dunno. But I’m going to bloody well find out.’
It wasn’t just Robin and Keith’s surveillance; almost all their intelligence-gathering activities resulted in little or no results, or worse – one of DCI Goode’s confidential informants was discovered in the hospital with two broken arms, two broken legs, and what he claimed was traumatic amnesia.
‘She’s a fucking witch,’ complained Goode in Robin’s hearing. ‘Everywhere we go, she’s gone before us – tidying crime scenes, knobbling witnesses, destroying evidence. She’s got a bloody magic mirror somewhere and it’s telling her what we’re up to.’
‘Magic mirror my fanny,’ snorted Bolton. ‘It’s a mole that she’s got, pure and simple. One of our own is selling us out.’
Like lightning, the rumour that the Service had a traitor in its ranks rushed through the station. Mac Mackenzie pulled Robin aside as she headed out for another pointless exercise in interviewing witnesses with no memories.
‘Is it true?’ he said, clutching his Viva Las Vegas mug. ‘Is there a mole?’
She shrugged. ‘So the top brass are saying. I don’t know. But Sylvie’s definitely get some intel from somewhere, and it’s either from us or from Mephistopheles.’
‘Mephi who?’ he asked, confused.
‘Never mind.’
He shook his head and stepped back behind the charging desk. ‘Found somewhere new to live yet?’
‘No. I don’t have time to look! And when I do manage to go and see a room the residents have kittens when they discover I’m a copper.’ She’d thought the last set were going to throw themselves out of the window, presumably after their stash of drugs which she was pretty sure had sailed through whilst she was being shown the bathroom. Her thoughts swung to the text she’d got that morning from her brother in Melbourne, inviting her over. She shook it away and forced a smile onto her face. ‘Anyway, not to worry,’ she said, ‘I’ll find something.’
She turned away and bumped straight into DCC Black. Robin had hardly seen her lately, as the woman’s knee injury had mostly confined her to an office on the executive corridor. Now she stepped hurriedly back and apologised.
‘No need, I walked into you.’ Her voice was calm and icy as usual. To her own annoyance Robin felt her pulse hitch up at the mere sight of her.
‘Good night then, ma’am.’ Robin managed a polite but impersonal smile and moved towards the door. For a moment she felt that Lara Black was going to speak, but then the door banged shut and the opportunity was lost.
Two hours later she was crossing off another dismal flat share from her list when her phone rang. It was the DCI.
‘Sullivan? Get yourself over to Speldhurst. There’s been a shooting and it’s all hands on deck.’
She didn’t argue, just threw herself into her car, thumped the dash, and raced out. She made it across town without any problems and drew up outside Eridge House amidst a sea of other police vehicles. This didn’t look good.
‘What’s happened?’ she collared a young PC. His face was pink with excitement.
‘Some bloke’s been shot. Looks like a retribution-style killing.’
Did they teach you that at Hendon? she thought, frowning. ‘Do we have a name for the victim?’
The boy smirked. ‘Yeah, it’s Gary Greenway.’ A burst of shock isolated Robin. The world went silent, the lights of the blues and twos strobing disorientatingly. She saw the constable’s mouth moving as he continued to speak but her brain wasn’t processing what he was saying. And then everything came back with a snap. ‘…word is that he grassed up the Ice Queen, and there’s no coming back from that.’
‘But he didn’t,’ she protested, ‘he didn’t say anything.’ She shoved past the PC and ran towards the block. She pushed through the doors and took the stairs two at a time, only to barge straight into Goode and Bolton outside Gary’s door.
‘Now then, Tweetie, calm yourself.’ Bolton grabbed her by the arm.
‘Is it really him?’ she asked, her face bleak.
The big DCI nodded. ‘Yeah. Sylvie must have thought he talked, and wanted to send a message back.’
‘You don’t have to go in there, Robin,’ said Keith, but she ignored him and walked inside.
The narrow hall stank of blood and shit. Behind the kitchen door the remains of the man who had once been Gary Greenway sprawled in a wooden chair, his arms still looped with cable ties. His head –
She twisted away and stumbled out, trying not to throw up. Outside she made it to the rail along the walkway and stood for a minute to catch her breath. Poor Gary, she thought, he had been so terrified that somebody would rat him out, and they had. Poor, poor, stupid bugger.
‘We’ve found a gun!’ shouted a voice from inside, and the two balding men swung back into the flat, returning in a few minutes with a black handgun sealed inside an evidence bag.
‘She’d just left it,’ said Goode. ‘Dropped it behind the door on the way out.’
‘You think it was her, then, Sylvie?’ Robin asked. He nodded.
‘Yeah, I think she keeps all the fun jobs for herself.’
Back at the station on that endless night the news went from bad to worse. A sharp-eyed forensic technician noticed marks on the gun used to execute Greenway that showed it had been part of a consignment of weapons handed in by the public during a recent amnesty. The batch had apparently been sent to be destroyed. But it hadn’t been destroyed; it had been cleaned and oiled and loaded and then pressed against that little scrote’s head and the trigger pulled.
‘There were 250 other guns in that batch,’ said Bolton under his breath as they both waited for the DCI to emerge from a crisis meeting with the ACC. ‘Christ help us all if the rest of them are on the streets as well.’
Robin couldn’t help but think that Sylvie would only have discarded that weapon after one use if she had plenty more toys to play with, but she didn’t say anything.
The next week was a blur of interviews, reports, forensics. The whole of CID were pulled into the investigation, dropping almost everything else that had been on the books. Night bled into day which bled into night, takeaways were consumed at desks, people were found slumped in random corners, sleeping. By the time seven days had rolled by they were all shattered, but no further forward in the investigation. A ten a.m. briefing was called, and they all crammed into the CID room in a fug of body odour and bad breath.
‘OK, shut up and listen, everybody.’ DCI Goode’s voice was hoarse. ‘We’ve now had the update from forensics. The gun was clean, no prints, fibres, DNA, nothing.’ They’d been expecting this. He sighed and carried on. ‘As you know there were no witnesses, or none that want to risk talking to us. We’ve been on to CCTV operations, and they’ve combed through the traffic cam tapes from mid-afternoon before the shooting to the morning afterwards. We didn’t have surveillance on Dean’s house,’ and you all know why was the unspoken comment, ‘but there is a traffic camera on the corner of Montpellier Avenue which just picks up the outside of the building and the parking outside; it shows her car being driven up to the door at five twenty pm, and it doesn’t pick up any other movement until after the time of the murder. But,’ he ground his teeth in frustration at this, ‘there are no cameras covering the mews at the back of the house, she could have left on foot and been picked up by another vehicle and driven to the crime scene. Could have, doesn’t mean she was, and it certainly doesn’t mean we can prove anything.’
‘What about CCTV on the estate?’ Everyone jumped at the sound of the Chief Constable’s voice. Beside him stood Lara Black, her face frozen into a look of disapproval.
‘Um,’ the DCI cleared his throat. ‘Good question, sir. Unfortunately the cameras all went out of action the afternoon before the killing.’
‘What, all of them?’
‘Yeah. Uniform had scheduled a repair crew to go out the following morning.’
They all held their breath. The Chief Constable’s face was red.
‘This is not good enough!’ he shouted. ‘Not good enough at all! This woman is running rings around us and I won’t have it!’ He jabbed his finger at Robin’s boss. ‘Get some evidence, turn a witness, sort it out, DCI Goode! And have a report on my desk by this afternoon!’
Lionel Goode was practically grinding his teeth with the effort of not shouting back about the Chief Constable’s spineless reaction to Sylvie Dean’s harassment complaint. In the end he managed a strangled ‘Yes, sir.’
‘Some positive news to update you with, sir,’ Black’s cool tones sliced through the atmosphere of anger and resentment. ‘The shipment of decommissioned hand guns has been tracked and a number of staff at the foundry where they were due to be destroyed have been pulled in. I’m interviewing them this morning.’
‘Do we have any idea how many of them have ended up in the hands of these criminals?’ he asked.
‘About two thirds,’ she replied, unemotionally, and a wave of dismay flashed around the room. That’s about 160 weapons, thought Robin, shocked. DCC Black was continuing. ‘There appears to be evidence that the remaining portion were incinerated, as planned. Presumably they were too old or in too poor a condition to be brought back into use.’ Her eyes swept the assembled detectives, a strobe of icy attention that made them all shiver. ‘Sufficit to say that the sequence of events that led to the mis-appropriation of these guns is now a primary focus for my corruption investigation.’
Silence greeted this statement. They all knew that there must be a mole in their ranks who was passing on juicy information, but this was different. Giving up a shipment of guns to the psychopathic Sylvie Dean? What on earth could be worth doing that? Money? Blackmail secrets kept? A nice little villa in Spain? I hope they thought it was worth it, because they must be bricking themselves now, thought Robin.
‘Right, get on with it!’ shouted the Chief Constable with a hysterical note to his voice. They all immediately rushed to their desks and started reading, typing and jabbering on the phones in an effort to look as busy as possible. ‘Goode, a word.’
Out of the corner of her eye Robin watched their boss being hauled into the executive meeting room, presumably for more dressings-down. She was distracted momentarily by the DCC walking slowly behind them. She told herself she was just wondering how the knee injury was coming on, and not checking her out from behind. No, no, of course not.
She sighed, and picked up her notebook. There must be some evidence out there somewhere, she thought, stuffing the pad into her bag and peeling her coat off the back of her chair. The sounds of the Chief Constable screeching behind a closed door drifted faintly over. Robin hastily joined the exodus of coppers rushing down the stairs to the front exit. It seemed that everyone was preferring to wear out some shoe leather to sitting in the poisonous atmosphere of the station. Maybe Sylvie’s slipped up somewhere, Robin thought hopefully, just maybe.




Chapter 5

Needless to say, Sylvie Dean had been as thorough as ever. Really, if she’d only not been a psychopath but had directed her energies into something productive she could have ruled the world, Robin found herself musing wearily some days later. But then, she was kind of on track to world domination as it was, which was a worrying thought.
The big guns from CID had hoovered up all the juicy bits of intelligence-gathering – the informants, the CCTV, the witness statements from the snotty neighbours in Dean’s street. Robin, like all the lower ranking officers, had plodded around the Speldhurst Estate in the hopeless task of getting somebody to talk, but apparently a cloud of collective amnesia had settled over the depressing blocks and windswept corners where people gathered to whisper in faint admiration of the Ice Queen’s brutal audacity. No-one had seen or heard anything. They had no idea of what had happened to Gary Greenway except that he’d probably deserved it.
After a few days of this Robin realised that only cursory attention was being paid to the owners of the little run of tatty shops that passed for the commercial centre of the Estate. She’d tried to suggest to DS Bolton and DCI Goode that these wary individuals might be persuadable to share what they knew, but they hadn’t been interested. In the end Keith had waved her away from whatever more important thing they were doing and told her to ‘knock yourself out’. It was hardly a ringing endorsement of her detection skills but it was good enough to justify slipping away from the others at the end of her shift and parking alongside the cracked pavement outside the offy, the betting shop, the horrible-looking takeaway, and the doctor’s surgery with its windows encased in metal mesh. This was probably also a dead-end, she thought, but Robin felt determined to at least try. She owed Gary that much.
The newsagents/ corner shop/ off licence was staffed by a youngish man who immediately clammed up and pretended not to speak any English, despite the fact he’d clearly been reading the Daily Mirror just as she’d stepped inside. The doctors’ receptionist was too harried from dealing with shouting women and bawling children to give her any kind of answer to her questions, and the take away was shut. Robin peered at the faded menu through the dirty window and thought that was probably a blessing.
By the time she got to the betting shop darkness had fallen and the sign on the door had been flipped to ‘closed’. Robin pushed anyway, and unexpectedly found herself inside the poky little room lined with ancient screens. The manager was a middle-aged woman with the narrowed gaze of one who had seen everything. At the end of the day’s trading the shop floor was covered in discarded white betting slips, and the woman was busy pushing a broom around when Robin came in.
‘We’re closed. Oh, it’s police.’ She looked back to her task, scornfully. ‘I’m busy, love.’
‘I can see that.’
She gave a theatrical sigh and leaned on the broom. ‘What is it? Just ask me and then piss off, will you? I’ve got a home to go to and a dinner to cook so I’ve no time to waste with you.’
‘There was a murder –‘
‘Saw nothing, know nothing. Now, goodbye.’
The woman’s face was already shuttered like her shop. Robin shoved her notebook away.
‘I knew Gary,’ she said, ‘he was a horrible little scrote.’ That got her a look of surprise. ‘I don’t think anybody ever gave a shit about him when he was alive, and even all this investigation isn’t really about him. But bastard as he was, he didn’t deserve to be tortured to death, and I want to get whoever did it.’
There was a long moment of silence. Robin barely dared breathe in case she break the thread of attention that the manager was now giving her. Eventually the woman heaved a sigh, and dug a packet of fags out of her back pocket.
‘Want one?’ she gestured, voice muffled by the ciggie she’d stuffed under her lip. Shrugging at Robin’s refusal she lit up and inhaled a very long breath.
‘He was a shit. Came in here all hours, shouting the odds, half off his mind on drugs, booze, whatever.’ Another puff. ‘But still. He was fucked up, wasn’t he? Anyone could see that.’ Her eyes narrowed as she thought. Then she shook her head and carried on sweeping. ‘But I really don’t know anything about how he died, honestly I don’t.’
Well, that was that.
‘Ok. Thanks for taking the trouble to think about it, though. I’m not going to give you my card, just in case,’ they shared a look, ‘but if you do hear anything, just ring the station and ask for Tweety. They’ll know who you mean.’
‘Tweety?’ the woman gave a bark of laughter that hacked away into a long smoker’s cough. ‘Men are bastards, aren’t they?’ Robin grinned, and turned to the door. ‘Oh, I’ve just remembered. Gary used to put bets on for someone else sometimes, not that we’re supposed to let that happen, but hey.’
‘Did he say who it was?’
‘No, and actually I only realised it the last time I saw him. He’d put a pony on Cherry Blossom to place at Haydock, but the stupid animal fell at the first instead. Gary said Oh! Elvis isn’t going to like that!’
‘Elvis?’
The woman cocked an eyebrow. ‘I know, right? And you thought your nickname was bad! Anyway, I told him that if he was betting for someone who’d been barred from the bookies then he’d be in trouble.’
‘What did he say to that?’
The woman smiled faintly. ‘Told me to fuck off, didn’t he?’
Back at the station, silence reigned. It seemed that the day’s fruitless enquiries had prompted a group outing to the pub. Robin glanced at her phone. Nope, no text. Quelle surprise. She sat down at her desk and painstakingly added notes about her enquiries at the shops to the case file, making particular mention of the unknown associate on behalf of whom Gary might have been placing bets. As she sat there, feeling footsore and wondering whether there was any other nugget of information she could gather from her hours spent on the Estate, when her phone beeped. It was Jason, sending another photo of a white sandy beach, blue sea, and his grinning face. Wish you were here! Was today’s message.
Laughing, she leaned back and took a snap of her feet, sending it with the caption: ‘Twelve hours walking about trying to get people to talk. Dogs are barking! Living the dream!’
She turned off her computer and went to stand before realising a dark uniform was right behind her. Looking up, she saw Lara Black’s face was pale and furious.
‘Who are you texting? You’re always texting somebody at this time of night. Are you passing information to Dean and her associates? Is that how she’s staying one step ahead of us the whole time?’
Robin felt herself flush with anger. Wordlessly, she slapped her Samsung into the woman’s hand. DCC Black glared at her once, then looked down to scroll through the list of photos and messages. Finally she handed the phone back.
‘My brother. He lives in Australia, so his morning is my evening. He texts me before he starts work.’
‘Right, well. You shouldn’t be messaging from the incident room anyway.’
‘That’s no problem,’ Robin grabbed her coat. ‘I was just leaving.’
Bloody woman! she fumed to herself as she drove home. What was she doing, anyway, hovering around the empty station? Poking around on the quiet, most likely. And what had she meant by saying that she ‘was always texting at this time of night’?
How long had she been watching?
The following morning Robin found herself dragged into the tedious job of cross-referencing witness statements, along with some grumbling detective constables from other teams. Around her, she noticed people giving each other careful looks, or checking who was standing behind them in the queue for the photocopier, as if anyone could be the mysterious mole. Even the senior managers didn’t seem immune: they seemed to have decided to have all really important meetings in the lift, where no-one could over hear them. After a couple of hours Robin was still hard at her collating when she noticed a timid woman from Admin Support hovering next to her desk.
‘Um, DC Sullivan?’
‘Hmm? Oh sorry! I was in a world of my own there.’
‘I’m sorry to bother you…’
Robin realised, to her shame, that she’d seen this kind-faced middle aged lady around the station a hundred times but didn’t know her name.
‘It’s no bother. I’m afraid I have forgotten your name –‘
‘It’s Marti,’ the woman smiled, ‘anyway, I know you’re all super busy but I’ve had a call from a social worker called Mr Peters, who used to work with Mr Greenway at one time.’ It didn’t surprise Robin that Gary had been under the care of social services. She half-remembered that he’d had the depressingly-familiar life-story of children’s homes alternating with young offenders’ institutions until he was old enough to be given that flat on the Speldhurst estate and left to fend for himself. Robin shook herself from these dismal thoughts and looked back at Marti. ‘The social worker was himself contacted by a lady in the council who is organising the Public Health funeral.’
‘Oh God,’ said Robin. ‘He’s having a pauper’s funeral, the poor sod.’
Marti grimaced and nodded. ‘I know. According to Mr Peters, the council got in touch with him to see if there was any other family, but there isn’t.’
‘Doesn’t surprise me. So how can I help?’
‘Well, apparently the service is this afternoon. Mr Peters was going to go, but his brother-in-law has had a serious car accident and he and his wife are having to drive up to Birmingham now to visit him in hospital. He won’t be back in time and was concerned that this would mean no-one would be going to the funeral.’ She looked at Robin with big brown appealing eyes.
Robin sighed. ‘Yeah. Yeah, I’ll go. Tell me the details.’
Marti’s face beamed with relief. ‘Oh, he will be pleased that somebody’s there! I’ll email you the information now.’
Perhaps she could pass this off to DCI Goode as a witness-finding exercise she thought as she read the email a few minutes later. He must have had friends, a girl-friend or two. She could see whether the emotion of saying goodbye would unbutton their lips at all.
She didn’t say anything to anyone else, and at three o’clock grabbed her coat and headed out of the station. It was another clear day, Spring now firmly advanced and visible in the groups of cheery daffodils planted along the grass verges of the sea front road. The council crematorium was in the heart of a sprawling Victorian cemetery on the edge of town; in the sunshine the fresh green of the trees and lawns and the bright colours of the flowers made it look like a park, until the rows of headstones and crosses brought her spirits back to earth with a bump. Why was it always a beautiful day whenever she had to go to a funeral? She couldn’t tell if it was nature being cruel or the opposite.
She parked the car beside the chapel-like building and noted that there was only one other vehicle there, besides the long black van which passed for a hearse when the tax payers were footing the bill. The men standing alongside it nodded at her politely.
Robin walked down the aisle and greeted the short dark woman and the vicar who were standing by the altar.
‘Oh, hello!’ the woman beamed. ‘I’m Mrs Obasi from the Local Authority. And who might you be? Are you family?’
They shook hands all round. ‘No, sorry. I’m Detective Constable Robin Sullivan. I was asked to come along by Mr Peters from Social Services.’
‘Ah!’ the woman’s kindly face fell. ‘Thank you for coming, though.’ She indicated the empty chapel with a sweep of her hand. ‘I’d hoped that some of Mr Greenway’s friends would be here.’
‘So had I,’ said Robin, sadly. The vicar, a thin man with a shaved head, met her eye.
‘It seems the circumstances –‘ he said, and left the sentence hanging.
‘OK, then, Mr Fanshaw,’ Mrs Obasi nodded, and waved back at the men by the door.
Robin sat in the front pew next to the council lady. ‘I come to all the pauper’s funerals I arrange,’ the latter whispered as organ music was played loudly through hidden speakers. ‘It’s the best I can do for them.’
Robin was distracted from replying by somebody slipping into the seat next to her just as the coffin was brought in. She turned and was amazed to see it was Lara Black. Mrs Obasi smiled and waved and the DCC raised a gloved hand in polite reply, and then they were standing and the vicar had begun.
‘Thank you so much for coming,’ beamed the little woman, shaking Lara’s hand warmly.
‘Yes, thank you both.’ The vicar’s solemn face almost smiled. He stepped aside to converse with his colleague as they both headed towards her car and drove away.
Robin managed a nod. She had been unexpectedly moved by the simple service and the empty chapel. It had been a relief when Gary’s plain coffin had been drawn through the curtains and into the flames, and underneath her professional mask she had been counting down the seconds until this whole thing was over and she could step back outside. She now turned her face up to the sun and closed her eyes.
‘Are you alright, DC Sullivan?’ She turned to the woman next to her and found a look of concern on her lovely face. Those piercing eyes burned with sympathy, and Robin looked away, blinking hard.
‘Yes, yes, thanks.’
‘I hope you didn’t mind me coming,’ Lara went on. ‘DCI Goode told me this was where you were, and I thought you could do with some moral support.’
Robin looked at DCC Black in surprise. She really couldn’t make her out: she’d been relatively friendly at first, then everything had gone into the deep freeze after the bike accident, she’d been furious last night, and now she was giving moral support to a lowly DC at a pauper’s funeral? Why?
‘It’s very kind of you,’ she managed. ‘How’s your knee?’
‘Much better.’ She looked down, and Robin realised she was embarrassed. ‘Look, I wanted to say thanks for dropping my bike round. You really didn’t need to get it repaired – can I pay you back?’
Robin shook her head. ‘Don’t worry, a friend of mine did it for nothing.’
‘Well, it was kind, nonetheless. Especially after the way I behaved.’ She hesitated, the breeze tweaking a strand of golden hair out from under her hat and set it tapping against her cheek. She pushed it impatiently away. ‘I’m not very good at accepting help. I tend to bite the hand that feeds me.’ And she smiled.
Almost against her will Robin’s gaze zeroed in on the wide mouth and the soft, full lips as they stretched into that smile. The word ‘bite’ had set off a cascade of associated thoughts that roared through her mind and body, raising her temperature and making her cheeks flush. She met the other woman’s eye and saw a flicker of amusement, a glimpse of interest like a mermaid turning in icy water and then sinking back to the depths. Is she flirting?
‘Oh, have I missed it?’ a mocking voice cut through the moment and they both looked round. Standing in the bright spring sunshine with a beaming smile on her face was Sylvie Dean. ‘I am so bad at keeping appointments.’
Robin’s first and incongruous thought was that Sylvie’s photos didn’t do her justice. Tall and slim, her blonde hair impeccably groomed and her face perfectly made up, she was stunning. She pulled off a pair of sunglasses to reveal sharp grey eyes, flicking a glance between the two women, and then languorously untied the belt on her designer cream coat to reveal the criminally expensive dress underneath. ‘Ooh, it’s warm, don’t you think?’
Something about her words made Robin blush, and this seemed to please her greatly.
‘What shall I do with this, Miss Dean?’ asked a man in a leather jacket who was standing nearby holding an enormous wreath of red and white roses.
Sylvie smiled, revealing a perfect set of perfect teeth. ‘Just leave that in the chapel, Connor.’
‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ DCC Black now held out a black gloved hand and Sylvie, after a moment’s pause, shook it.
‘No, but I know who you are.’ She laughed and again Robin felt an undercurrent beneath the words. ‘I must say that if I’d known that the two best looking women in the local police force were going to be here then I would have made more of an effort to be on time.’ She gazed at them in open appreciation, looking one and then the other up and down appraisingly. ‘You two really are the pair, aren’t you? One so blonde, one so dark? Quite beguiling.’
Robin felt suddenly angry. Who was this creature, turning up to her own victim’s funeral and then practically licking her lips at the sight of them?
‘Where were you on the night of the 18th of March, between the hours of six and ten?’ she asked. Lara put her hand on her arm warningly. To her annoyance Dean merely laughed.
‘Nice try, Detective Constable. You’d best direct any such questions to my solicitor.’ Her eye drifted to the fingers resting on Robin’s sleeve. ‘Oh dear, it seems your girlfriend isn’t pleased with you. You best see what you can do to make it up to her.’ And she winked, and grinned.
To Robin’s consternation, Black whipped her hand away as if stung.
‘Where can we find you if our investigations bring up other questions for you to answer?’ she asked, her voice icy. The two women stared at each other, two Ice Queens sizing each other up.
‘Oh, my darlings,’ laughed Sylvie, popping her sunglasses on and turning towards her sleek black car. ‘To you two, I’m always at home.’ Connor held the door open for her and she slid elegantly onto the cream leather seat, crossing her legs provocatively. Then she blew them a kiss, the door was shut, and in seconds the vehicle was gone.
Robin turned to Lara but stopped short, arrested by the frozen fury on the woman’s face. The sexy smile, the warmth, the humanity, had all gone, retracted into her icy carapace, re-interred under the permafrost.
‘Well, you could have handled that a lot better,’ she said sharply.
‘What?’
DCC Black wasn’t listening. She marched back towards her car, still talking angrily. Robin jogged to catch up. ‘By asking about her whereabouts you’ve handed her another harassment suit on a plate.’ Robin went pink and stopped dead. Is that what she really thinks?
‘It’s perfectly legitimate to question a suspect,’ she retorted angrily. Black wheeled round, her face full of rage. Despite herself, Robin took a step back.
‘Oh really, Detective Constable?’ she snapped, witheringly. ‘In your vast experience of the police service, that is what you believe?’
‘I’m not some rookie, you know. I know what I’m doing.’
Lara’s lips were white with fury. ‘Do you? Is that why you get the worst jobs, and all the typing and filing? Hmm? Because you know what you’re doing?’
Robin ground her teeth at this sarcasm. ‘You know perfectly well that the reason I get the crap assignments is because the older men don’t like a woman doing their job.’
‘Right. Play the sexism card.’ Black adjusted her gloves and reached into her bag for her car keys. ‘Always a good move. After all, everybody loves a minority, don’t they?’
The younger woman’s mind was whirling: what on earth was going on? Suddenly her competence as a police officer was being questioned? And what was all this stuff about minorities? The penny abruptly dropped in her mind and a boiling temper raced into her brain, bearing all before it.
‘I see. I see it now.’ She laughed, and DCC Black stopped with a hand on her car door and looked at her. ‘Everything was fine until Sylvie Dean made that crack about us being girlfriends.’ And at the hospital, she now remembered, there had been a few looks at the pair of them sitting there even before the doctor had made her faux pas. ‘Well, I do apologise, ma’am, obviously God forbid you be associated in any way with a queer old skank like me.’ She bit her lip as bitter tears prickled in her eyes. Lara looked taken aback.
‘No, that’s not –‘ she began, but Robin couldn’t stop herself now.
‘It’s fine, your reputation is absolutely pristine. And do you know why? Because I’m in the closet, ok? There are no rumours about me that could endanger you. In fact, DS Bolton thinks I’m after Paul Austin!’ She laughed humourlessly and turned to storm back up to her car.
‘Robin!’
‘I mean, nobody’d want to be a minority, would they?’ she shouted back, and slammed into the driver’s seat. She threw the car into gear and raced off down the road, leaving DCC Lara Black standing, watching her go.




Chapter 6



Robin spent the best part of the next few days in a fug of anger and humiliation. Her face burned with embarrassment every time she remembered that Lara Black had been so absolutely mortified by anyone thinking they were an item. She’d seen the tall DCC a few times around the office and at first the woman had looked like she’d wanted to speak, but Robin had sailed past without even throwing her a glance. After a while they’d settled into a routine of politely ignoring each other. 
'Everything ok, Detective Constable?' asked Paul Austin one afternoon, after watching the two women stamp frostily past each other in the corridor.
'Absolutely peachy, sir,' she responded, and he sighed but didn't say any more.
Keith Bolton, who might have winkled out of Robin some information about the source of her temper, had gone on emergency leave – Muriel had contracted an infection and had been admitted to hospital as a precaution. Robin sent him a few texts to let him know that she was thinking of them, and his lack of replies didn’t surprise her, but his silence just added to the tightness in her chest. I don’t have any other friends in this station, she thought. Maybe I should just chuck it all in.
She was deep in these miserable thoughts one afternoon when she realised the second highest ranking detective, DCI Chatterjee, was standing next to her.
‘Oh, I beg your pardon, sir.’ As ever, Chatterjee’s long, sad face was unreadable. He handed her a thick manila file, which she took automatically.
‘There’s been a spate of violent muggings down in the Gallery Quarter. Uniform haven’t had much luck so you’re taking a look.’
Her face registered dismay. ‘But what about the Ice Queen investigation?’
He shrugged. ‘You’re off it. DCI Goode’s loaned you to this until it’s resolved.’
Robin stared at his back as he turned and disappeared back into the milling crowd of detectives. Taken off the murder investigation? Her face burned as if it had been slapped. She glared at the front cover of the file in her hand. Operation Passport, it read.
Her phone beeped in her pocket. It was a message from Keith.
How do. What’s the latest?

 
For the first time in days she felt herself smile.
Dunno. Been taken off the case! How’s Muriel?

 
Feeling better and back home. What doing then?

 
She smiled at his lack of texting finesse.
Museum mugger. Annoyed.

 
Newest DC gets the shittest jobs. Make sure you catch the bastard. See you soon, Tweetie.

 
Despite herself, she smiled. He’s right, of course he’s right, I’m just junior. Still, as she sat at her desk and made herself look carefully through the file she couldn’t help but think that there was going to be no glory in this case.
And so it proved to be. Over the next few days Robin trudged around the city, interviewing and re-interviewing the six women and two men who’d be unlucky enough to attract the attentions of the man the local paper was calling the Museum Mugger. In each case, his MO had been simple, effective, and brutal: he’d waited for a single person to leave one of the big galleries and museums lining Montague Street and then hit them in the face with a big, gloved fist. No threats, no talk, just an immediate stunning blow, leaving him all the time in the world to get their purses and wallets whilst his victims were lying dazed on the pavement.
Knowing uniform had already been over this ground she asked her questions as gently as she could, but her heart squeezed to see the fear and shame on the witnesses’ faces.
‘I should have done something,’ one young man said, ‘fought back, something. Not just get knocked down like some pathetic loser.’
She pretended not to see the tears pricking at the corners of his eyes. ‘I don’t think there’s anything you could have done, sir. He’s clearly very confident that he can take on women or men without any problems. Possibly he’s had some kind of training – boxing, or MMA.’
The man’s expression brightened. ‘Yeah, yeah, I reckon you’re right. He did look really handy, you know, like he was used to a fight.’ And congratulations for leading the witness. Still, if the idea made the memories of the experience more bearable, then that was probably a good thing. She got back into her car and sighed. Maybe that was going to be the only good thing to come out of this investigation.
On impulse she dug her phone out and Googled martial arts clubs and boxing gyms in the city, raising her eyebrows at the astonishing number that came up. It was a long shot, but she had a very rough sketch of the assailant and she could do worse than start showing it round these places. You never knew, it might lead somewhere.
She spent the following day and a half trying to ignore cat calls and the smell of stale sweat at a series of depressing halls and gyms. At each one she showed the photofit, and a bit of CCTV that had captured part of one of the muggings, to bored blokes who were much more interested in staring at her chest, flexing their muscles, or demonstrating they could break a block of concrete with their heads. Still, having started, she was loathe to pack it in until every fight club she could conceivably find had been visited.
It was dark by the time she finally finished and dragged herself back to the station. Now in the second week of the murder investigation, the powers that be had started sending people home at nights rather than run up pointless overtime, and the CID room was empty. Robin didn’t mind; Derek was visiting Sue tonight and frankly she’d rather be a sad old fart at work than a gooseberry at home. She fetched herself a coffee and a tired pastry from the canteen, spread all her notes out across the desk, and sat and munched. Investigation by osmosis, she thought, if I sit here long enough perhaps something will occur to me.
She was flicking back in her notebook to try and find something she vaguely remembered an MMA bloke saying that afternoon when a cup of coffee was pushed silently onto the desk in front of her. Looking up, she saw DCC Lara Black standing beside her. The woman lifted her own cup and asked: ‘Mind if I join you?’
‘Um, no, of course not, ma’am.’ She replied automatically, frowning down at her papers rather than meeting that piercing blue gaze. Why the sudden interest? She thought, ironically. Heaven forbid somebody see us actually talking and think that you might want to touch me with a twenty foot pole.
Lara appeared unruffled by Robin’s scowl, and sat down gracefully on a nearby chair. Despite herself Robin felt her eyes drinking in every detail of the slender figure as she took a sip from her coffee, her white throat moving slowly to swallow it. Christ, does she do everything like she’s on film?
‘So, update me on your investigation.’
Concentrate, double oh Robin. ‘Ok, well, you know the situation. Based on the assailant’s behaviour – well, his confidence, really – it occurred to me that he might be an experienced fighter of some kind. I’ve spent this yesterday and today interviewing the owners of various boxing gyms, dojos, cage fighting venues, and other unsavoury places to see if any of them would admit to knowing the guy.’
Lara Black nodded. ‘Good thinking.’ Robin could almost be sure that those wide lips had quirked into a tiny smile of approval. Stop thinking about her lips, she thought desperately. ‘Any luck?’
‘Maybe.’ She turned back to her notes. ‘One of the teachers at an MMA place out by the ring road said something that’s been niggling away at me.’ She found the page. ‘Here it is. I showed him some CCTV from the Forbes Gallery and he said ‘could have been a contender.’ At the time I thought he was just quoting Rocky, but now I wonder whether he meant it quite literally.’
DCC Black’s beautiful eyes narrowed as she caught at the idea. ‘You mean, he recognised the assailant as a prize fighter, a professional boxer?’
‘Or semi-professional, or whatever. I just need to find someone who knows about the local boxing scene…’ Robin’s mind spun. Beside her, the tall woman sat quietly as if unwilling to break the spell of her concentration. ‘Yes, got it.’ She smiled in triumph and her blood sang as she got an answering smile back. ‘We’ve got to go down to the cells.’
Mac Mackenzie looked up from the racing pages as the two women approached his desk. It was still unusually quiet in the holding area, and it looked like he’d been whiling away his shift picking runners for the next local steeplechase.
‘Er – help you, ladies?’ he asked, nervously.
‘Mac,’ Robin was trying to dampen her excitement. This would probably come to nothing. ‘You know boxing, right?’
‘Yeah, a bit.’
‘OK. Do you remember any local fighter over the past, say, five years who was particularly known for his knockouts? He would have been tall, white, and left handed.’
Mac’s face took on a dreamy quality as he wracked his sporting memory banks. ‘A knockout, left-handed…’ His pale face flushed and he grinned. ‘Danny Penny.’
Robin bit her lip in triumph. Forcing herself to be casual she said: ‘Was he a champion or what?’
‘He would have been a champion, no doubt about it. Everyone thought he was destined for the big time, but he was fu-‘ he glanced at Lara Black in alarm, then went on: ‘er, messed up, and he had a terrible temper. I think he beat up his manager or something and went down for a three stretch. Why?’
‘Yes!’ Robin shouted with elation, making the other two jump. ‘We’ve got him!’
It took four constables and a police dog to subdue Penny in the end, the ex-fighter living up to his reputation as a violent and angry man. As he was being wrestled out of the police van and into holding, Robin was already logging into evidence the wallets, keys, and watches that she’d found in his dismal bedsit. She felt wonderful, knowing that she’d taken a dead-end case and turned it into a win. I am good at this police stuff, she crowed to herself, her previous doubts melting away like snow in the sunshine. Now they have to let me back on the murder investigation.
She strode back down the corridor towards the interview rooms, the questions she was going to ask Penny already clear in her mind. To her surprise she saw DI Chatterjee and his Sergeant, Mandie Foster, standing beside Mac’s desk. The DI shot her a cool look and turned back to say something to the other two. A horrible feeling seeped into Robin’s stomach as Foster broke away and approached her.
‘Ah, Sullivan, great. Are those the notes?’ Her tone was even, but she could see the glint of malicious amusement in the woman’s beady eyes. ‘Thanks. We’ll take it from here.’ For a wild second she imagined refusing to hand over her work, demanding to be the interviewing officer, insisting that she and she alone had solved this case. But then reality breathed its cold breath on her and she felt her pride and excitement wither and die. Without a word, she passed her the file, then turned and walked away.
She went back to her desk and added to the case file in the most dispassionate and professional manner. All around her she could hear congratulations being called out to the two more senior officers, and she felt sick with rage. When she’d finally finished, the crowd were in the process of decamping to The Star of Mumbai round the corner, so she sat and read pointless emails from HR until they’d gone and the room had quietened. Only then did Robin let her head slump into her hands.
She’d sat like that for several minutes, not thinking, trying to fight down the urge to scream and shout and throw things, when a cool hand squeezed her shoulder. For once, she didn’t look back up at the beautiful Lara Black, not trusting herself not to cry.
‘Well done, Robin,’ said her soft, sad voice. And then the hand moved and she was gone, walking calmly back to her own office. Robin sighed, picked up her coat, and went home.




Chapter 7

If she’d ever doubted the veracity of the expression that no good deed ever goes unpunished, then Robin didn’t now. Hot on the heels of her triumph in the Museum Mugger case she found herself being handed the most hopeless collection of dead-ends and half-arsed investigations that anyone could find shoved to the bottom of their ‘to do’ piles. Turning her disappointment and anger into a cold fury, Robin resolutely worked through them all.
There was the flasher in Wellington Park whom she caught after three days pretending to walk a fake baby in a pram; then the kids spraying tags on the war memorial were rounded up when she found one of them had idiotically left his school bag behind; and the series of thefts from the local allotment association she tracked – not to the prime suspect, a newly enrolled Polish builder – but to the club secretary, a highly respectable woman with a blue rinse. She might have felt excited at this clear up rate had she not recognised that the cases had been poorly handled from the start, with key evidence lost or witnesses left un-interviewed. It’s like finishing everyone’s homework, she thought as she hauled into the station a serial shoplifter who was managing to simultaneously struggle, scream, and screech obscenities all without seeming to draw breath.
The wrestling woman had drawn a small crowd by the time Robin managed to push her as far as Mac’s desk.
‘Yer fucking bitch! I’ll kill yer! I’ll kill yer fucking kids! Yer let me go!’
‘Sarge, this is Kathryn Headley, arrested on a charge of…’ she stopped to grapple with the tall figure, who’d tried to make a break for the door, ‘…theft from a shop or…’
‘It’s a lie! It’s a fucking lie! I never! I never nicked a thing! She planted it all!’
A snigger rippled through the watching officers and Robin grit her teeth. God forbid somebody might actually give me a hand! But clearly the entertainment was too good for audience participation. Raising her voice, she pressed on desperately.
‘…place of business. She’s forty two and no presenting injuries or apparent illnesses to be aware of.’ Suddenly the woman fell silent. Robin looked round at her in surprise.
‘I’m gonna puke,’ she said, and did – all down the front of Robin’s blouse.
A huge gale of laughter erupted from the loitering coppers. The woman grinned around, pleased at the attention.
‘I knew that kebab was dodgy,’ she added, getting a ripple of applause for this punchline.
‘Davis! Hannity!’ Mac shouted, trying to hide his grin. ‘Get her into cell three, and get her a bucket.’
Robin stood and just stared down at the huge stinking patch of sick that covered her entire chest and which was dripping into a puddle at her feet. Very distinctly she heard an unknown voice at the back of the crowd say: ‘What a waste of perfectly good vomit.’
The screams of laughter followed her down the corridor and into the Ladies. Desperately she ripped off her jacket and shirt, throwing them onto the floor in disgust. The cracked mirror showed her chest glistening, the yellow filth seeping into her one good bra and probably ruining it forever. She twisted on the taps, grabbed a handful of paper towels, and started frantically scrubbing.
Her skin was red raw when the door banged again and a t-shirt landed over her shoulder. Surprised, she looked round and found Lara Black standing behind her, her own face pink as if mortally embarrassed.
‘I, er, brought you a t-shirt,’ she said unnecessarily. ‘It’s my gym one, but it’s clean. I think it will fit you.’
‘Thanks,’ Robin blinked at this unexpected thoughtfulness. ‘That’s – thanks.’
Now the desperate urge to scrub herself clean had subsided she found she had to swallow down some hot, humiliated tears. She sniffed, and pulled the soft grey shirt over her head. Turning quickly to thank Lara again she found the woman standing as if turned to stone, a strange and distant look on her face as she stared at Robin’s body. She glanced down at herself, and found the small shirt stretched revealingly over her breasts. Without a word the DCC fled the room.
Robin stood still, her face flaming. Am I that revolting? Or did she think I was going to put a move on her or something? She turned and looked at herself in the mirrors over the sinks. She thought she was an attractive woman (and she’d had enough girlfriends over the years to recognise that other women thought this too) but the weasel voice in her head was saying but you have been letting yourself go lately, you’ve been eating crap and working late and you haven’t been out on your bike for weeks. When had she last had a haircut? And even before the rainbow yawn these clothes had looked like they’d been dragged out of the laundry basket for another airing before being washed. Furious with herself for even caring she shoved her ruined jacket and blouse into the bin and stormed to her car.
As she roared off down the road she stabbed the Bluetooth button on her phone and rang in sick, thinking angrily that she felt bloody sick. Let somebody else sort out her cases for a change, they were certainly quick enough to take any credit for them. Driving through the tail-end of the school run she got back home in record time, finding that – in her first bit of luck that day - Sue was out at Derek’s. Sighing, Robin trudged up to her room in blessed silence.
After a long, hot shower she felt a bit more human. Wrapped in a towel she gathered up her ruined clothes and decided that she’d rather bin the lot than try to get them clean again. Instead she pulled on a sports bra and then a shirt and jeans, and sat down on the floor by her mirrored wardrobe to dry her hair. Under the noise she wondered what the hell she was doing, sitting on the carpet like a teenager in this small, cheap room.
With her hair pulled back into a pony tail she opened the wardrobe doors and examined its contents critically. She’d bought most of these suits when she’d first gone plain clothes, and they looked dull and worn to her eyes. She couldn’t stand the sight of them now. With sudden energy she held each item up to herself hypercritically before deciding whether it stayed or went.
At the end of a furious hour she had two full bin bags for Oxfam and a much-depleted selection of jackets, shirts and trousers. This is good, she thought, less for me to pack when I move out. And that was another thing. She’d come to the city expecting to really make progress with her career, get on the housing ladder, maybe even find somebody to spend more than a few weeks with. But none of that had happened. Instead, here she was at the grand old age of 32, packing up her few belongings and looking for another flat share whilst she was relegated to a standing joke at work. ‘You know what you’re doing, hmm?’ DCC Black’s caustic words from the funeral came unbidden into her head. Perhaps police work just wasn’t for her. Jason wanted her to chuck it all in and join him in Australia to help him run his restaurant, and maybe she ought to give that a try. She was good with people, had a head for figures, and after three years as a beat constable could certainly handle any trouble from drunken patrons. And the idea of swopping the windy, overcast British south coast for the blue skies and white beaches of Oz didn’t hurt, either.
‘Yes, maybe this is a good thing,’ she said to herself firmly. She picked up her phone and texted Jason to arrange a Face Time to discuss his proposal and saw that one of her mates had messaged to see if she was coming to their regular club night.
‘Yes, see you at ten’ she texted back and headed off to get ready.
She knew she’d really nailed her outfit when Katie and Mickey stared at her and both said ‘Wow!’
‘What’s the occasion?’ asked Katie, ‘you’re making me feel under-dressed.’
Robin felt pleased that some people, at least, appreciated what she looked like. She carefully swept back her hair without disarranging the long curls she’d painstakingly put into it, and smoothed the skirt of her little black dress. ‘No special reason,’ she replied, ‘it’s just been shit at work and I feel like having some fun.’
The two other girls exchanged a glance. ‘You’ll certainly get some of that,’ said Mickey. And she was right. Robin sailed into the club like a rock star, and everyone turned and gawped. She’d pre-loaded on vodka before coming out and at the sight of all the appreciative glances coming her way felt her confidence soar. This is more like it, she said to herself, catching the eye of a gorgeous woman with a mane of afro hair. The woman smiled, and swayed over.
‘Can I get you a drink?’ she yelled into Robin’s ear over the noise of the music.
‘Yes, please!’
About an hour later they were dancing – something frenetic and jumpy, full of sexual energy – when Robin felt a hand on her shoulder and found Mickey yelling something at her.
‘What?’
‘Somebody’s looking for you!’ she shouted, and pointed across the room. Robin turned and saw a tall blonde woman, dressed to the nines in something long and shimmering. Her heart somersaulted in her chest, but then she realised it was Sylvie Dean. Sylvie smiled and cut through the dancers until she reached Robin’s side. She slipped a long arm around her waist and grinned at the outrage on her dance-partner’s face.
‘Why, hello,’ she said, ‘fancy a threesome?’ The other woman shot Robin an angry look and stamped away. Sylvie laughed. ‘Something I said? Never mind, I prefer having you all to myself.’
Robin hadn’t drunk enough vodka not to be alarmed at the tightness with which the blonde gripped her, or the lustful look in her eye.
‘Miss Dean, let me go.’
‘Why?’ She looked at Robin full in the face, and for a split second her resolve wavered. Sylvie was a really gorgeous woman, and her eyes were like two grey stars, their irises stroked through with dark gold. ‘You’re beautiful, I’m beautiful, and we are going to have fantastic sex together. Where’s the harm?’
Robin blinked and twisted out of her grip. ‘You know where the harm is,’ she said.
‘Afraid your girlfriend won’t like it? Well, screw her. Or perhaps, you’re not screwing her anymore which is why you’re in this nightclub on the pull, hmm?’
‘She’s not my girlfriend.’ Despite herself Robin blushed. Sylvie saw this with interest.
‘But you’d like her to be, right?’ She smiled the slow smile of the predator. ‘I can pretend to be her, if you like. We look quite similar, don’t we?’ She stroked Robin’s face. ‘But I bet I’m more fun.’
The heat and the booze and the closeness of the pure electricity that was Sylvie Dean began to make Robin’s head spin. What on earth had she been thinking? And how was she going to get herself out of this? Sylvie’s hypnotic gaze seemed to draw her in, closer and closer, and Robin saw those dark pink lips open ready to kiss her, and then suddenly the woman was leaning away, listening to a man whispering in her ear.
‘Oh that’s a bore,’ she said, smiling back at Robin and disentangling herself. ‘We’ll have to pick this up another time.’ She leaned in and whispered in her ear. ‘Gives me a chance to get hold of a police uniform, for that bit of role-play we were talking about. Hmm?’ The last syllable became a purr, and she planted a scented kiss on Robin’s cheek before whirling away.
Half an hour later Robin was jumping into a taxi, desperate to get herself as far away from the club as she could. Mickey and Katie had been dying to know who the gorgeous blonde had been but she had made hasty excuses and rushed off. She’d been paranoid that Sylvie was going to be waiting outside to cause more trouble, but fortunately she’d been nowhere in sight, and as soon as the cab was pulling away from the pavement Robin reached for her phone and dialled her boss.
‘Sullivan? What’s happened?’ His voice was even grumpier than usual, although she was relieved that it didn’t sound like she’d woken him up. With horrible embarrassment she explained that ‘whilst out dancing’ she’d been approached by their murder suspect. A silence followed. Eventually DCI Goode said: ‘Christ. Well, you did right by getting away and by phoning me.’
Robin went dizzy with relief. ‘Shall I come into the office to make a full report, sir?’ she asked.
‘No. It can wait till the morning, and besides...’ And besides – what? she wondered. ‘Anyway. Come in for a briefing at 7 o’clock.’ He hung up. She put the phone back in her bag and realised the taxi driver was looking at her in the rear view mirror, obviously enjoying this unexpected late night drama. She ignored him.
‘Just up here on the left,’ she said. Whatever it was that Goode was doing right now, she was too wrung out to deal with it. She paid off the driver and walked slowly up to the front door. And the worst of all it was the recognition that, for a split second, she’d thought the blonde across the room was Lara Black and her heart had soared. Shit, she thought.




Chapter 8

Robin set her shoulders back and marched into the office. She felt terrible this morning, a hideous combination of hangover, embarrassment, guilt, and fear all roiling in her stomach in one big ball of stress. But she was determined that, today of all days, she was not going to let any of it show on her face. DCI Goode’s bald head swung her way and he immediately strode over.
‘Sullivan.’ He gave her a searching glare and she was thankful that she’d had the presence of mind this morning to dress carefully in one of her best (and last remaining) suits. ‘Come into the ACC’s office.’ He pushed the door open and to her dismay revealed that Paul Austin was already seated inside, his expression set. This looked more formal than she would have liked.
‘Hang on,’ to her relief she heard the familiar boom of DS Bolton. Was this his first day back? He shouldered his way into through the door before it shut. ‘I think she needs a colleague here.’ He turned to face her. ‘Is that alright with you, Robin?’ Her mouth dried at the implications clearly stated on his serious face. She nodded.
Inside they sat side by side at the long table, her boss and his boss choosing seats opposite. To her dismay, a uniformed constable slipped in and took up a chair in the corner, notebook in hand. She tried her best to appear calm but was acutely aware of a line of sweat that had pricked out along her hairline. She tucked her trembling hands under the desk, pasted on a polite smile and then fixed her eyes on her boss. He wasn’t shouting, which was a bad sign.
‘Detective Constable Sullivan, this is a preliminary and informal meeting but I’d like to impress upon you the vital importance of being completely honest.’ She frowned. You’re expecting me to lie about this? ‘Depending on the outcome this morning, Assistant Chief Constable Austin and I may decide to involve Professional Standards for further investigation of this matter.’
Dread slipped down Robin’s spine like a handful of dirty snow. What the hell do they think I’ve done? She shot a panicked look at Bolton.
‘Stay calm, Tweets,’ breathed Keith.
DCI Goode watched their exchange with sympathy on his big face. ‘Right. Talk us through it, then,’ he said.
For the next two hours they went over it and over it. Her initial statement about being approached by Sylvie Dean at Greenway’s funeral and then again at the club took about ten minutes, and she’d naively assumed that would be that, but the senior officers had other ideas. Relentlessly they asked the same questions again and again, rephrasing sometimes for variety’s sake, but mainly using the broken-record technique that she recognised with horror to be the hammer that cracked many a suspect’s story. The icy dismay that she’d felt on walking into the room solidified into the nausea-inducing realisation that they thought she was the mole.
No, she hadn’t met the suspect in any other circumstances.
No, she had had no contact with her or any of her operatives.
No, she had not arranged to see the woman at the nightclub.
No, she was not the mole.
She was not the mole!
Bolton put a gentle hand over hers and glared at the two men. ‘Time for a break, gentlemen.’ It was a statement and not a request. They nodded, and both left the room. Robin slumped down and rested her pounding head on the table.
‘Drink this,’ Keith jabbed her in the shoulder and she sat up and accepted a glass of water. ‘You’re bearing up well.’
She drank off the water, grateful that the action of swallowing meant she couldn’t cry. ‘Thank you for being here,’ she said. ‘I appreciate it.’
The big man shrugged. ‘Yeah, well. I’m your DS. I’m the only person who is allowed to give you shit,’ and he almost smiled.
‘I didn’t do this,’ she said, her voice threatening to break. ‘I don’t know why they don’t believe me.’
‘They do believe you.’ She stared at him. ‘That’s why they’re trying so hard to break your story. If they can’t do it, then you’re in the clear, but if they leave any whisper that they didn’t look into this thoroughly then you’ve had it, and so have they.’
‘Christ, what a mess. I wish I hadn’t gone to that bloody club last night.’
He laughed. ‘Yeah, well, that’ll teach you to go out on the pull on a school night.’
Right, so my attempts to gloss over the exact type of nightclub I was at haven’t worked, then. She glanced at the DS over the top of her water glass. For once he doesn’t seem about to go into a homophobic tirade, though. Small mercies. Suddenly into her mind shot a mental image of Lara Black’s face. It wouldn’t be long before the station gossip-machine relayed the news about Robin’s gay club encounter to all and sundry. And I said the other day that I was in the closet! Her mood sank to even greater depths. Now she won’t come within twenty feet of me.
The door swung open again and the two officers returned. Austin sighed, and looked at his notes.
‘Right. Tell me again about the message that Sylvie Dean got while she was at the nightclub.’
Despite Keith’s optimism that the interview would soon be over, it continued for the rest of the morning. Any thought that Robin might be able to keep further details of her private life to herself were swept away under the barrage of questions, and in the end she’d had to give the names of both Mickey and Katie as witnesses who had been with her when Sylvie Dean had approached. By twelve o’clock Robin was shaking with fatigue, her brain shutting down, and only just able to endure each new question and answer.
‘OK.’ DCI Goode nodded. ‘We’re going to speak to your friends Michela and Katherine now. This informal interview is at an end, and you’re welcome to go home.’ He smiled at her sadly. ‘But don’t disappear anywhere, ok, Robin?’ He and Austin exchanged a look and left the room.
She shook her head, barely registering the comment. Keith Bolton took her arm and practically hauled her out of her chair, her legs rubbery.
‘Come on, Tweets, you can do it,’ he said and then looked her in the eye. ‘Outside that door are a hundred coppers, all wondering whether you’re the mole. You need to walk out of here like you don’t have a care in the world.’
‘What?’ she stared, ‘I can’t –‘
He shook her. ‘You can, and you bloody well will.’ He glared at her with something of his usual expression. ‘We’re going to leave this room and stroll calmly out into the corridor. That’s all you have to do. Think James Bond: never let them see you bleed.’
She took a deep breath and swallowed, willing her head to stop spinning. ‘Ok.’
He shoved the office door open and they stepped through, his arm dropping back to his side. For a second Robin thought she was going to wobble but she grit her teeth and marched boldly into the CID room. Practically every detective in the station was at their desk, making a pretence at investigating while really waiting to see her come out. She felt their eyes burning towards her, wondering. I am not the fucking mole. I can do this. With a hiss of indrawn breath she straightened her back and walked slowly through their midst, Bolton at her side. The door to the corridor was a million miles away, and then a thousand, and then a hundred, and suddenly she was through and Keith was whisking her along one passageway and another until she blinked and realised they were at the other end of the station.
‘Well done, Robin.’ The big man gestured at a closed door beside them, which she was surprised to see bore the symbol for the Ladies. ‘You go in and catch your breath a bit. I’ll make sure nobody bothers you.’ His craggy face cracked into a faint smile. ‘You’ve done well today.’
She whispered her thanks and pushed through into the cool, tiled space beyond. It was blissfully empty. No stares or loud thoughts about her innocence or guilt. No questions. In a step she was leaning over a hand basin with her own ragged face staring back from the mirror, then the tension of the last few hours burst out in a wave of shaking that doubled her up. She sank slowly to the floor, arms around her knees, and hid her face. What am I going to do? What am I going to do if they don’t believe me? It won’t be just my career I’ll lose, I’ll be prosecuted as well. She lost the next few minutes to a surge of panic which raced up from her stomach, hammered her vision until it started to go black, and crashed her heart against her ribs so fast she wondered if she was having a cardiac arrest.
And then a cool pair of hands pressed against her hot face and a voice said: ‘It’s ok, Robin, it’s ok.’ She was pulled gently into a hug and held while she sobbed frightened tears, and the arms didn’t let go until the worst of the shaking had stopped. Robin leaned back and wiped her eyes, blinking up at the beautiful face of Lara Black.
‘I’m sorry –‘ she began.
‘Nothing to be sorry for.’ She smiled that wonderful smile and for a nanosecond Robin was distracted from the car crash of her situation. ‘Most people would be nervous wrecks after the morning you’ve had. And by the sound of it you handled yourself really well. It’s hardly surprising that there’d be a bit of fallout.’
Her eyes were the bluest Robin had ever seen, and they beamed now with warmth and compassion and – was there something else? She became acutely aware of the woman’s arms around her waist, her face so close that Robin could feel the dance of her breath on her own hot skin.
‘How are you here?’ she managed to ask.
Lara’s smile slid into a rueful grin. ‘DS Bolton. He came and found me and explained what had been going on. I’d only just got back from re-interviewing the foundry workers about the gun consignment.’ She placed a cool palm against Robin’s cheek. ‘I am so sorry that I wasn’t here when they began to question you. I could have helped.’
Guilt jolted Robin and she said: ‘I had to tell them that Sylvie had tried to pick me up at a gay club.’ She cringed. ‘I am so sorry. I really was telling the truth when I said I wasn’t out. I hope this doesn’t embarrass you.’
Those huge eyes softened and a sadness crept across Lara’s face. ‘No, I am sorry that I upset you at the funeral. I was scared and it made me cruel.’
‘No, ma’am, it’s ok –‘
‘It’s not ok.’ She hesitated. ‘And I’m sorry I rushed off yesterday when you were…’ her eyes flicked around the dingy lavatory. ‘… er, last in the station bathroom.’
‘I seem to be making a habit of it,’ Robin managed a half-laugh.
‘I seem to be making a habit of running away.’ Those eyes burned. ‘And of making you feel bad about yourself, made you feel that you aren’t beau-‘. She stopped, and a faint blush coloured her ivory skin. Was she about to say ‘beautiful’? Robin held her breath, but then the woman went on in a different tone. ‘And it’s Lara, right? I mean, I think that sharing the floor of a toilet with someone puts you on first name terms, don’t you?’
Robin laughed, and the moment popped like a soap bubble. They scrambled awkwardly to their feet, hands automatically reaching out to grab each other for mutual support.
‘I think Keith is outside with a cup of tea for you,’ said Lara, brushing off the dark skirt of her uniform. Robin’s eyes slipped across and took in the trim shape before she could reign them back. She hoped the other woman hadn’t noticed.
‘Thank you, again, for coming to help,’ she said instead. ‘I really appreciate it.’
DCC Black was smoothing her blonde hair in the mirror and looked at Robin’s reflection. ‘My pleasure. And, as I said, it was the least I could do.’ She turned and her serious expression arrested Robin’s efforts to rescue her own appearance. ‘I will make it up to you.’ And she straightened her jacket, smiled, and walked calmly out of the door.
Robin let out the breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding and shook her head. Then she, too, pushed open the door. Outside she saw DS Bolton with two cardboard cups of tea and two greasy bacon butties balanced on a handy windowsill. Her stomach growled.
‘Hurry up, Tweets,’ he said, ‘I was about to eat all this myself and the missus would have given me hell for it.’ She smiled and then surprised them both by kissing him on the cheek. ‘Oi! That’s sexual harassment, that is.’
‘Shut up, Keith,’ she said, reaching for a sandwich.
Fortified by tea and grease, Robin felt her brain kick into gear. As they walked back through the station she turned to Keith and asked: ‘Why was it important that Sylvie Dean spoke to me last night? What’s happened?’
He shook his craggy head. ‘I forgot you missed it all. Right. It all kicked off yesterday, after you’d buggered off to get dolled up for your big night out.’ Welcome back, Detective Sergeant. ‘We got a call from a woman whose car had broken down on Turnbull Road last Tuesday at 8.40pm.’
‘Right in the middle of the murder window!’ she exclaimed.
‘Yeah. She had been coming back from visiting her aged mother in a nursing home and was sitting in her car, feeling nervous and watching out for the AA man. She said that she remembered seeing a black BMW drive past. And –‘ he held up a meaty finger to forestall Robin’s next question. ‘She particularly noticed the quote beautiful blonde woman in the back seat unquote as the car went past her.’
‘And why has she only just come forward?’ She tried to ignore the mixture of curious stares and evasive manoeuvres that greeted her as she walked through the main corridors. She switched her attention back to the DS.
‘Been on holiday. Got back from the airport last night and switched on the news, and found herself watching footage of the Estate from pretty much the same angle as she had seen it from her car. She picked up the phone right away.’
‘Then what happened?’
‘When we took the call the DCI got her into the station pronto to make a statement. It was cut and dried: the Dean woman was placed right at the scene, at the right time. He spoke to the Chief Constable, and started organising a warrant to search her house.’ He shot her a look. ‘All systems go, we were getting suited and booted to head out and arrest her when somebody else walks into the station and confesses to Greenway’s murder.’
‘What!’
‘Yeah, you couldn’t make it up. Some bugger had tipped her off. While we were running around filling in forms in triplicate so she didn’t sue us she was ‘persuading’ a fall-guy to come and confess. Her solicitor has already rung in this morning to offer a voluntary statement that she was in fact driving past the estate on the night in question,’ he made sarcastic air quotes, ‘on an innocent and unrelated errand.’
Robin digested this. They’d cut through the holding area and she saw Mac Mackenzie step away from his desk. He was looking back over his shoulder at his panel of station CCTV feeds and before she had a chance to get out of the way he barged straight into her.
‘Sorry –‘ she said automatically, and then stopped when she saw him flinch away as if she were infectious. Disappointment stung her. I thought we actually got on. My mistake. Mac went pale and then beet red, and opened and closed his mouth without managing to get a word out. I guess you know who your friends are. Without another word she moved past him and began to climb the stairs back up to the CID room.
Bolton, huffing and puffing beside her, said: ‘Slow down, I’m an old man.’ She waited for him to catch up and he looked keenly at her stormy face. ‘You doing ok?’
‘Yep.’ No point in talking about it, everyone was bound to see her as potentially contaminated. She tried to get her mind back on the job. ‘So who was it.’
‘Eh?’
‘Who confessed?’
‘Ricky Pruitt.’ She stopped and stared at him. ‘I know. It’s almost funny.’
Ricky Pruitt was the kind of wannabe gangster that most police forces have coming in and out of their station with depressing regularity. He was a hopeless little man who’d hung around with Greenway through endless cycles of rehabilitation and re-offending, and had been the nearest thing he’d had to a best friend. Robin shook her head in disbelief. Ricky shooting Gary was so implausible he may as well have confessed to the Great Train Robbery.
‘Is it just a confession?’ she asked. ‘Can we disprove Ricky’s statement?’
Goode shook his head gloomily. ‘Not a chance. He offered –in fact, he insisted – we search his flat and sure enough we found ammunition identical to that used in the murder weapon with his fingerprints all over it. She’s thought of everything.’
‘And his supposed motive?’
‘Some nonsense about Gary threatening him with violence so he decided to get his retaliation in first.’ They stopped outside the CID room door. ‘Ready?’ asked the DS and she nodded. They each pushed open a door and, under the watchful gaze of the entire team, she walked back to her desk and sat down. A few people smiled, and she was grateful that she had some vague friends, at least. Silence had fallen at her entrance but gradually this faded, and for the next couple of hours she sat, cocooned, in the gentle hubbub of the busy office. She opened emails, and read documents, and not a word of it was retained by her mind. Instead her attention bounced between the extreme anxiety of the investigation, the impossibility of Ricky Pruitt being done for murder, and the strange conversation she’d had with DCC Lara Black. Every so often someone would laugh, and then they’d all look across at her and go quiet again. Welcome to Pariah, population one.
It was nearly the end of the afternoon when a ripple of attention made her look up from yet another boring report and she realised that DCI Goode was marching across to her. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Austin and Black step out of his office and look her way. The big inspector stopped at her desk and handed her back her phone.
‘Your witnesses agree with your statement, Detective Constable,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing linking you to Sylvie Dean and the investigation is closed.’
A burst of relief went off in her head and it took Robin a second to hear the murmurs of approval from around her. Lionel Goode smiled, a proper, honest-to-goodness smile, and shook her hand. ‘Well done, Robin,’ he said in a low voice that only she could hear. She managed to smile back. Across the room Lara shot her a secret smile and then turned away.
‘Right,’ their boss was shouting to get everyone to be quiet, ‘this is what we know to date.’ He didn’t get any further before the door banged open and Mac Mackenzie rushed in. His face was white and his hands were trembling.
‘What is it?’ the DCI’s voice was sharp.
‘It’s Pruitt.’ He gulped. ‘He’s been found hanged in his cell.’
It was late by the time she left the station. The death of Pruitt had shocked everyone and she still didn’t know whether to believe that he’d actually taken his own life or – no, he must have done, the alternative was too bad even to contemplate.
‘I thought he was acting weird earlier on,’ Mac had said for the hundredth time, sitting clutching a mug of hot tea while they tried to take his statement. ‘I’d been down to check on him twice this shift, you can see it in the logs.’
‘Yes, we see that, Mac.’ Goode had been very patient with him.
‘And on the CCTV, you can see on the CCTV that I went in there and then Constable Hitchens went in when I was on my break.’ He’d pointed a trembling finger at the screen. The black and white image showed the PC walking back up the corridor, towards the camera. His lips moved and Mac suddenly jumped in with: ‘He says That bloke’s crazy. That’s what he said.’
Bolton looked at him. ‘Didn’t know you could read lips, Mac?’
The man shrugged. ‘Lots of things you don’t know about me. Nobody ever asks, do they?’
Robin, sitting at the back of the room taking notes, suddenly felt that there was something else about CCTV that had cropped up in this case. She frowned, but her tired brain couldn’t place it. The DCI crooked an eyebrow, inviting her to speak, but she shook her head. Maybe it would come back to her later. In her pocket, her phone buzzed. She knew that would be another text from Mickey asking if everything was ok. She hoped that this whole performance hadn’t pissed off her only two friends in the town.
Despite Mac’s shocked ramblings they managed to get his statement, and then the case was handed over to a shift drafted in from a neighbouring police service. Robin could see the tall, gangly man still talking compulsively as he was escorted downstairs ready to be driven home.
‘What a bloody mess, eh.’ DCI Goode loomed up beside her desk as she was packing her bag. He looked her over. ‘How are you? Not an easy morning, but it’s best to get that sort of thing over with as quickly as possible.’
‘I know, sir. And I’m fine.’
He snorted. ‘You wouldn’t tell me even if you weren’t. By the way, your friend Mickey was very insistent that you were too honest to do anything wrong.’ He smiled, crinkling up his eyes in a way she had rarely seen before. ‘Fortunately I agreed with her. Goodnight.’
Robin watched him go, and then wrestled her phone out of her pocket. She had two voicemails, which she listened to as she slowly walked back down the stairs and out of the station. The first was from her landlady, Sue, rather hesitantly explaining that she needed to speak to Robin about something, and the second was Mickey, anxious about whether Robin was ok. Sue she could catch when she got home, but she took a moment to tap out a quick reply to her friend as she stood by her car, and pressed send.
When she looked up, Lara Black was standing in front of her. She jumped.
‘Sorry.’ The woman held up her hands in apology. ‘Didn’t mean to startle you.’
‘No problem. I’m glad to see you –‘
‘Oh?’ Was that a little brightening of her expression?
‘Yeah, I wanted to thank you again for rescuing me this morning. It really was very kind of you, and I’m embarrassed that I let myself get into that state in the first place.’
‘Right.’ The shutters seemed to come down again. Robin couldn’t make the woman out: one minute she was warm and relaxed, and even a bit flirty, and another she was cold and closed-off. It’s like she can’t make up her mind how to behave with me. She decided to take a gamble.
‘And… well, thanks for the hug. I needed it.’ Robin held her breath; was this going to make her rush off in a panic again? It seemed that her luck had changed, because she saw a little smile cross Lara’s face.
‘Pleasure.’ They stood for a moment in expectant silence. Then the senior officer shook herself and went on: ‘I meant what I said about feeling bad about how I treated you at the funeral, and making it up to you.’ She shuffled, and Robin was astonished to realise that she was nervous. ‘I, er, wondered if we could exchange phone numbers? I have something in mind by way of a proper apology –‘ Shut up, brain, thought Robin before her imagination could run away with her. ‘-but it will take a week or so to organise. Could I let you know when it’s set up?’
‘My mind is boggling! You don’t have to do anything special, though.’
‘I’d like to. If that’s ok with you?’ There was that flash of nervousness again.
‘It sounds great. I love a surprise.’ Robin grinned, trying to be reassuring. Her heart soared to see a smile spread across Lara’s face in response. Then her phone beeped in her hand, making them both jump. ‘It’s my friend Mickey,’ feeling the urge to explain, ‘she and her girlfriend were with me last night and were contacted by the DCI today.’ She watched anxiety and then relief wash across Lara Black’s face, before being tucked away again behind that enigmatic smile. ‘Um, why don’t you type your number into my contacts and I’ll send you a text with mine. Ok?’
She handed over the mobile and felt a brush of cool fingers as Lara took it. She found herself wondering what those fingers would feel on her skin, and was grateful that the yellow glare of the car park’s sodium lights hid her blush.
‘There you go.’
Robin took back the phone and quickly sent a text back. A faint chirrup sounded from the woman’s bag. Behind them the door banged, releasing a gaggle of young constables in the midst of a noisy conversation. When she looked round again Robin found Lara was already retreating.
‘I’ll let you know when it’s ready.’
‘Ok, thanks.’
And she was gone, swallowed up by the shadows. Robin shook herself, suddenly feeling cold and tired, and turned to her car.




Chapter 9

It had been too late to speak to Sue by the time she’d got home, and so Robin wasn’t surprised to find her landlady in the kitchen when she came down to get some breakfast the next morning. Sue looked nervous, hovering about and fiddling with the arrangement of plant pots on the windowsill. Robin made herself an instant coffee before speaking; she had slept like the dead but was still feeling shattered after everything that had happened yesterday.
‘Everything ok, Sue?’ she asked, after swallowing a big mouthful.
‘Oh yes!’ The little woman’s face told a different story. Robin put down her cup and went over.
‘Are you sure?’
‘It’s just the house,’ she blurted, catching hold of Robin’s hand and squeezing it. ‘We’ve decided to put it on the market now.’
‘Oh. I thought you were going to wait until the summer?’
‘We were, but then Derek’s son is an estate agent and he said the best time to sell is Spring, and if we’re going to get it online before the Easter holidays we need to crack on now.’ Having said this in a rush, she drew breath. ‘And so the photographer is coming today, but I can put him off because we didn’t manage to speak yesterday to let you know about it…’
Robin hastily inventoried her room. ‘No, it’s fine, everything’s quite tidy and feel free to shove things in the cupboard if you need to.’
Sue’s kindly face was crinkled up in concern. ‘I just haven’t closed my eyes all night because everyone’s saying that the house will probably sell quickly, and I am sorry, Robin, because it means that you’ll need to find somewhere to live much sooner than we’d thought.’
That thought had just occurred to Robin too, and her heart sank to her boots. She managed to smile. ‘Really, it’s fine, Sue, not a problem. I’ve been looking at a few places already and there are lots of possibilities.’
Her landlady brightened at this lie. ‘Oh, I am so pleased to hear that! You’ve been a lovely tenant and a friend and I hate the thought that you’ll be inconvenienced.’
Robin gave Sue a gentle hug. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. And this is a really exciting time for you and Derek! Does this mean that you’re going house-hunting yourselves?’
She leaned against the kitchen counter and smiled and nodded as Sue launched happily into an explanation of exactly what she and her boyfriend were looking for, and what appointments they’d already made for viewings. Under the anxiety of where she was going to live, Robin now also recognised a sadness that she didn’t have anyone to share such hope-filled dreams.
She drove to work assuming that, if nothing else, she’d be distracted from her plummeting mood by being privy to the latest twists in the murder case. Unfortunately, the DCI had decided to not to invite her back in, and had loaned her to an on-going fraud investigation instead.
‘It’s for your own good, Robin,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘Just in case Sylvie decides to contact you again. And besides, you’ve got the best head for figures in the team. Keith can hardly add up enough to fiddle his expenses.’
She’d half-laughed, and appreciated the effort he was making.
If only DC Robertshaw had a sense of humour, she found herself thinking later as her temporary boss explained something for the hundredth time. He seemed to think she was dense, or untrustworthy, or both, and had apparently set the unit’s brace of forensic accountants to watch over her every move. For the next week, Robin not only had the joy of spending all day poring over company records and finances but she could feel the watchful glares of Tomas and Lydia burning into her back the whole time she was doing it. She’d never been so bored and so annoyed in her whole life.
‘Cheer up, Tweetie,’ said Keith Bolton, stopping by her desk on the way out to interview an informant for the now moribund Operation Ice Queen, ‘you get to put your feet up while we run around getting nowhere.’
‘Yeah.’ And she was grateful to still have a job. ‘Anything new on the case?’
He shook his craggy head. ‘Nah. All sewn up tighter than a nun’s knickers. See you later.’
‘See you.’
She watched him go, and then with a sigh turned back to the spreadsheet on her screen. Her phone beeped.
Why do people call you Tweetie?

 
She stared at the text. The contact was ‘LB’. After a blank moment Robin realised that this must be how Lara Black had entered her own details into the phone the other day. She fought the impulse to look around to see where she was. Instead, she typed back:
It’s because a robin is a little bird. Tweetie Pie is the only little bird the station wits could think of.

 
Her phone chirruped.
Aha, makes sense now.

 
Robin bit her lip, and then daringly typed:
Do you have any nicknames?

 
There was a long pause and she thought she’d gone too far but then she realised it was just the length of time DCC Black needed to type her reply.
Iceberg, ice queen, ball breaker, nut cracker, stasi girl, eva braun… you get the picture.

 
Shit. There was serious venom about some of those. Robin felt a rush of anger that anyone could call their colleague names in such an abusive way. She tapped quickly:
Anybody who calls you things like that is an arsehole. What I meant was, what do your friends call you?

 
There was an even longer gap, and then the one word reply:
Lara.

 
‘Ahem.’ Robin looked up to find the accountants staring at her. ‘Did you finish that analysis?’
‘Er, sure, I’ll email it across now.’
They turned away, leaving her feeling like a kid caught writing notes in class. Despite that she hastily sent a final message:
Got to go. But glad I get to call you my friend.

 
She set the phone on her lap and snatched a glance when it buzzed.
Ditto.

 
By Thursday she thought she’d seen enough spreadsheets to last her a lifetime. Was this really what the financial crimes division did all day? She was sure she’d been asked to look through some of these files earlier in the week, so was she just on busy-work or did they all waste their time like this? She was looking longingly across the CID room when DCI Goode slammed down the phone and shouted:
‘There’s been another murder!’
She half rose from her chair, already primed to rush out and start investigating, but DC Robertshaw frowned and stabbed his finger downward. Seriously? He’s treating me like a kid on detention!
‘Sir,’ she said, trying to be calm and also simultaneously trying to listen a muttered conversation happening on the other side of the room. ‘I need to check with DCI Goode about what he wants me to do, given these new developments.’
‘No, constable, you don’t.’ Her temporary boss wrinkled his lip in scorn. ‘You need to sit there and get on with the tasks assigned to you.’
‘Listen up!’ Bolton was now booming to an excited throng of detectives, ‘looks like Sylvie’s been keeping herself busy. Her accountant, Graham Barlow, was just found with a single gunshot wound to the head in the lock up garages behind Parson’s Avenue.’
‘What about the gun?’ someone asked.
‘None found. Sylvie must have decided to hang onto this one, for some reason.’
‘Sullivan. Sullivan!’ She looked round, realising she’d tuned Robertshaw out completely. His weaselly face was annoyed. ‘Have you finished reviewing that balance sheet?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘And the emails from the insurance company?’
‘Yes!’
Was he going to let her go? Her toes starting tapping desperately under her chair. He looked at Lydia and Tomas and they shared a sour smile. What’s that about?
‘Well, I’m not satisfied you’re working to a suitable level.’ What? ‘Do them all again.’
She caught the other two accountants snigger at each other and then turn to watch her closely for a reaction. Fuck you all, she thought as set her face into a mask of calm. Behind her, the rest of CID thundered out to start investigating.
Calmly, oh so calmly, Robin settled herself in her chair and opened her laptop.
The rest of that week fell into a boring pattern: she’d work on the company spreadsheets all day and spend all evening visiting ever-more depressing rooms in flat shares. There seemed to be some hidden rule of the Universe in operation – where the room wasn’t too bad then there would be something awful about the other tenants that would put her off, or the other renters would be quite nice and the room would be shocking. She’d got her hopes up on Thursday evening to find a nice, not-too-outrageously-expensive place round the corner from Sue’s house, but her dreams of moving in were dashed when the landlord turned up.
‘Hey, there!’ he’d said with a grin, swaggering over to her. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the other flat mates cringe. ‘Now who might you be?’ He leaned in, confidentially. ‘I offer discounted rents to beautiful girls, you know.’
She smiled, and leaned towards him, seeing expectation and delight blooming in his eye. ‘I’m Detective Constable Robin Sullivan, sir, nice to meet you.’
Needless to say, the viewing came to an abrupt halt at that point.
The following morning she was taking a sneaky look at the ‘Rooms to Let’ pages of Gumtree when her phone beeped. It was a text from Lara.
What are you reading? It’s making you look sad.

 
She smiled, a warm feeling spreading through her, and after a moment’s thought she typed:
I’m looking for a new place to live. Not much available!

 
Self-consciously she tucked a long strand of her hair behind an ear and sat up a bit straighter.
Do you live by yourself?

 
Now that was a loaded question. Robin swallowed and thought hard about what to reply. She probably didn’t mean for that to sound so flirty, she reasoned in the end, and tapped in:
Yep, just me! Not even a cat.

 
Robin waited for a response, nervously chewing her lip. But nothing came, and when she took a quick look round the room a moment later she could tell that DCC Black wasn’t there. She blew out a huge breath, and went back to work.
And under all this boredom and uncertainty the idea of leaving this job and starting again at something else – whether that was her brother’s restaurant or a different project entirely – stuck in her mind like an irritating splinter. She was honest enough with herself to recognise that a lot of her feelings were a desire to escape: escape the dread that she now associated with the CID room and escape the side-long looks that many of her colleagues continued to give her. Mac Mackenzie, now returned to work after a period off with stress, still wouldn’t look her in the eye. Only DS Keith Bolton, huge, sweating, grumpy, and diabolically un-politically correct, still treated her like she was a member of the team.
He shambled over to her when she was sitting by herself in the canteen one lunchtime, reading the ‘Accommodation’ section of the local paper.
‘Still looking for a place to live, then?’ he said, reading the page upside down.
‘Yeah. My landlady has found a buyer so I need to be out asap.’ The ‘For Sale’ board had hardly been up five minutes before the cocky little estate agent had been replacing it with ‘Sold’. The thought of it made Robin depressed. ‘You wouldn’t believe the rents people want for tiny, tiny spaces,’ she went on. ‘Either that or the place is filled with low-lifes.’
He snorted. ‘Have you asked Debbie Atherton from Traffic? I’m sure I heard her whittering on the other day about needing an extra body for her house-share.’
She sat up. ‘Really?’ She knew Debbie very vaguely. ‘I’ll go and hunt her down now.’
He crooked a smile at her. ‘You won’t have to hunt very far, detective. She’s over there.’ His beefy finger pointed across to the food counter where the solid policewoman was taking a big plateful of macaroni cheese. Ten minutes later the deal was done: assuming Robin liked the house when she went round after their shifts that evening then the room was her’s. A huge feeling of relief washed over her, making her almost giddy.
‘Listen up!’ DCI Goode was shouting. ‘We need some bodies to assist with an arrest this afternoon. Anyone interested?’
‘I will!’ she was on her feet before Lydia and Tomas got their frowns on. She tried to beam across the room her absolute desperation to do something, anything, other than forensic accounting for a couple of hours. Goode half-laughed.
‘Alright, Tweetie, keep your hair on. Now, who else?’
Quite a few hands shot up – everyone was feeling frustrated that the latest murder was getting them nowhere in the Ice Queen enquiry. Robin grinned impulsively at another DC and for once got a semblance of a smile in return. My luck is definitely improving, she beamed to herself. And going off on a shout with the rest of CID might remind them that I am part of the team.
‘OK, shut up.’ Keith Bolton took over. ‘Today we’re after Tony Philips. He’s an all-round thug and his photo has been picked out by the postman who witnessed Gary Greenway being beaten up as in the days before his death. He’s got form for other assaults and rumour is that he’ll punch your granny for fifty quid.’
‘Kind of a gun for hire, then?’ called a voice from the back.
Keith scowled at the room. ‘More of a pool cue for hire. We’re going to pick him up and squeeze him, and see what pops out.’ The potential that he might give up Sylvie Dean or one of her cronies hung unspoken on the air, but they all knew that was the real reason for today’s action.
Robin felt the familiar surge of adrenaline as she and the others made their way downstairs and climbed into the back of three unmarked vans. This was why she was a police officer, and not an accountant or a restaurant owner, this delicious sense of danger. Funny, I never thought of myself as a risk taker, she realised as she adjusted the heavy stab-proof vest she was wearing and gripped an extendable baton. For some reason her mind flicked to Lara Black. Maybe I should take a risk there, too. I think she’s interested, but if I ask her out and she isn’t then what’s the worst that could happen? She frowned and tried to shake away the distraction. Don’t think about this now! Around her she could see her colleagues making their own preparations. This bloke could be nasty, and they were taking no chances.
The van slammed to a stop and the driver yelled: ‘Go now!’
Robin grinned to herself and jumped out, and almost immediately realised that something had gone horribly wrong.
The plan had been that they’d rush in and overwhelm the suspect while he was in the street’s little betting shop, but again some wicked magic seemed to have pre-warned him. He was there, all right, but with a dozen of his mates. The first wave of police were met with the cracking sound of baseball bats on heads and she saw two or three officers drop to the pavement. DCI Goode shouted some command that she couldn’t hear, but even as he spoke everything disintegrated into shouting and pushing, ugly faces distorted by feral grimaces, the cracks of batons on wrists, and screams from both sides. Excitement turned instantly to fear as she struggled to keep her feet, and for what felt like an eternity she was buffeted here and there by the shoves of the struggling men before a sharp push in her back sent her spinning into Tony Philips himself. On autopilot she raised her own extendable baton and whacked him across the knees, making him howl with the sudden pain, but as she raised her arm for a second strike something grabbed her wrist and twisted her around.
‘Bitch!’ shouted a man as his fist slammed into her face. Robin had a split second of seeing the world spin dizzyingly on its axis, and then everything went black.




Chapter 10

‘What was the final tally?’ Robin asked dully, sitting very still with an icepack pressed to her eye. Her head boomed with the regular beat of her pulse, magnified to hideous volume and ripping through her skull as pure pain.
DS Bolton occupied the chair next to her in the hospital waiting room. His face sported a wide strip of plaster, which she knew hid a gash from a Stanley knife. ‘Eight walking wounded, including us. Three being kept in for observation.’ He shot her a look with a bloodshot eye. ‘As you should be, too. Being knocked out is not nothing.’
‘I know. I just hate hospitals.’ She suddenly remembered how ill his wife was. ‘God, sorry, Keith. Have you called Muriel?’
He snorted. ‘She was not amused. Her sister’s with her tonight.’ He shuffled his feet. ‘She wanted to know what I was thinking, going out on a dangerous shout with just a couple more weeks to go in the job.’
‘What did you say?’
‘Didn’t need to say anything. She knew it was my last hurrah, really.’ He looked old and tired, and Robin reached over and squeezed his hand. ‘Ow. That hurts.’
She winced and stretched her fingers, which were sporting a purpling bruise. ‘It hurt me too, if that’s any consolation.’
‘Bugger all,’ he said, but almost smiled. ‘Anyway, DCC Black will be wanting to speak to all of us about this fiasco.’ Robin looked away, apparently considering a long scuff on the toe of her boot. ‘But nobody’s got you in the frame for being the grass, though.’ She looked round at him and grunted as the pain caught up and slammed into her brain. ‘You were in plain view the whole time, and didn’t make any calls.’
‘Well, that’s something.’
‘Good looking woman, that Lara Black,’ said Bolton unexpectedly.
‘Uhuh.’
He twisted in his seat and grinned, looking like his old, wicked self. ‘Is that all you can say? ‘Uhuh’?’ Annoyingly, she felt herself blush, which made the DS laugh his head off.
‘What’s so funny?’ the Deputy Chief Constable’s cool voice cut through his chuckles and Robin felt her face go even redder. ‘Detective Sargent?’
She was tall and serene, and if she had been wearing almost anything other than the dark blue uniform Robin thought people would easily mistake her for an angel. She’d certainly appeared out of nowhere like a heavenly visitor.
‘Just hysteria, ma’am. Pay it no mind.’ Keith straightened his features into a half-frown.
The woman turned and looked Robin over.
‘And you, DC Sullivan. How’s the head?’
‘Only a bit bashed, ma’am.’ Surely she couldn’t call her ‘Lara’ in these circumstances?
‘No concussion?’
‘Probably not. I just need to take it easy for a few hours.’
‘Is there – somebody who can keep an eye on you?’ Was that hesitation in her voice? ‘Concussion can be dangerous.’
‘My landlady.’ Robin felt an unaccountable urge to explain more fully. ‘She’s retired, so she’s got the time to make sure I’m ok.’
‘Good.’ There was an awkward moment of silence. ‘Where’s DCI Goode?’
‘Getting his arm plastered, ma’am.’ Keith pointed towards a closed door. ‘It’s broken in two places.’
‘What a bloody mess.’ Robin was very aware of how close Lara Black was standing. I could just stretch out my hand and touch her, came the thought, unbidden into her mind. She blinked. What am I thinking? My brain must be more scrambled than I thought.
Abruptly Keith Bolton levered himself to his feet. ‘I’ll go and see how long he’s going to be, ma’am,’ he announced, and shuffled over to the closed door and let himself through. As it banged shut behind him Robin blinked and found Lara Black had sat down on the chair he’d vacated.
‘How are you, really?’ There was no mistaking the concern in her voice this time. Again Robin had an overwhelming impulse to reach out, hold her hand, something, that she only just mastered. She looked up and saw worry on the other woman’s face. A fierce protectiveness shot through her. She wanted to make that anxiety go away.
‘It’s not that bad, honestly.’ She lowered the ice pack and Lara winced at the sight of her eye. ‘Hey, don’t knock it: the black-eyed-pirate look is all the rage this season. I think it suits me.’
The comment won a faint smile, before Lara reached over and traced her fingertips gently over Robin’s battered face.
‘You look beautiful as you are, you don’t need to become a fashion victim.’ Robin held her breath as electricity danced across her sore cheek under the touch. The pale hand dropped into the woman’s lap with an air of defeat, and before she knew what she was doing her own hand had reached across and squeezed it. After a pause where Robin could swear her heart had stopped beating she felt Lara’s cool fingers wrap around her own. I am holding hands with the Deputy Chief Constable, she thought, listening to her pulse re-start and accelerate.
‘Are you sure you’re going to be alright?’ Lara’s voice was so sad and low that Robin had to lean forward to hear it. She was opening her mouth to reply when she noticed that the forward motion had not stopped, but instead had lurched crazily sideways. She saw the woman’s blue, blue eyes open wide with shock and her voice came distorted into her ears: ‘Robin! Robin!’ An arm shot around her shoulders and took her weight, but it was ok because Robin was weightless, just made of thin air, really, and she smiled as everything softly soaked away into darkness.
It was another fourteen hours before the doctors agreed that Robin could go home. She grabbed her bag and shuffled gingerly to the exit, wincing at the brightness of the morning outside. Sometime in the night Keith had shambled into her cubicle to say goodbye, his brother-in-law having come out to collect him.
‘I can come back in the morning and pick you up,’ he’d said. She had smiled, not wanting to risk shaking her head.
‘Don’t be daft, Muriel would have my guts for garters.’
‘Well, that is true.’ He patted her hand awkwardly. ‘Take care, then.’
Now she wished that he had come back, as leaving the hospital by herself was making her feel lonely and bitterly sad. Don’t be childish, she reprimanded herself. Just get in a cab and go back to Sue’s. The memory of Lara Black’s hand in hers looped in her brain on endless repeat, but in the harsh light of day Robin wasn’t sure if she hadn’t dreamed the whole thing. Wishful thinking, that’s what it was.
‘Robin!’ She turned towards the voice, not wanting to believe what her ears were telling her. But it was true: Lara Black was walking quickly towards her, waving. ‘Robin!’
She stopped and waited for the other woman to catch up. Robin couldn’t stop herself from absorbing every detail of her: the golden hair flowing around her shoulders, aglow in the morning sun, the pale, beautiful face, the trim body shown off in all its glory under a tight grey polo neck and pair of black soft trousers. But it was the blue eyes that held her captive, shining with surprise and something very like delight.
‘Hi,’ was all Robin could manage, her mouth dry.
Lara smiled, real happiness showing on her face. ‘The A&E people said you’d already gone. I thought I’d missed you.’ She was very close, and then she’d closed the gap between them to fold Robin into a quick hug. It was over as soon as it had happened, but Robin’s body burned from the contact. Gently Lara took her bag from Robin’s hand and they walked through the doors and into the Spring morning.
‘My car’s parked over here.’ It was a lovely day but Robin found her steps getting more and more uncertain as they moved down the path towards the car park.
‘I’m not moving very fast today.’ Try and sound normal, for God’s sake, she counselled herself.
Lara looked across and pushed her arm through Robin’s, holding her close. ‘I’ve got you. Do you need to sit down?’ A pair of nurses walked past in the opposite direction and smiled at them. Robin felt Lara’s arm tense, but it didn’t let go.
‘I’m fine.’ Robin thoughts whirled unhelpfully in a million directions. ‘Are you sure you want to be seen with me like this?’
Lara looked at her and didn’t answer for a second. Then she said firmly. ‘I’m sure.’
‘Sorry, I don’t mean to be grumpy.’
‘You don’t sound grumpy. You sound like a woman with concussion.’
They reached the dark blue Golf and Lara helped Robin sit in the passenger seat. Her hands were soft and caring as they adjusted the belt and flipped the sun visor down to shade her sensitive eyes from the morning glare. Her long blonde hair flopped against her shoulders, and Robin had inhaled its heady scent before she could stop herself. This is all crazy, she thought, sitting very still and trying not to break whatever spell seemed to be working. When the other woman was herself seated and was expertly piloting the car away Robin said:
‘I can’t believe you came to pick me up. That’s really kind of you.’
The blue eyes cast a look across at her and Robin blinked, trying not to get lost in them. ‘I owed you a hospital trip, I think.’ Right, of course, that’s all it is. She swallowed and tried to ignore the wave of disappointment that coursed through her. As if reading her mind, Lara reached across and squeezed her hands. ‘And I wanted to. I –‘ She took back the hand from Robin’s astonished grasp and turned the steering wheel. ‘I like you.’ Her face had blushed faintly pink. ‘I’d like to get to know you better.’
‘I like you too.’ Understatement of the century. Then Robin shook her head. ‘Sorry, I think that crack on the skull has given me delusions. Is this actually happening? Am I really in this car with you?’
Lara laughed, and it was such a sexy sound that Robin’s body immediately responded. She bit her lip and tried not to let her face show how much she wanted to stop the car and peel that jumper off and--
‘It is really happening.’ The other woman was smiling, happiness and uncertainty warring on her face. ‘Is that ok? I haven’t been too pushy?’
‘Pushy?’ Robin’s look of pure astonishment made Lara laugh again, and the awkwardness of the moment faded away. ‘No, you haven’t been pushy.’ They were nearly at Sue’s now and recognising the journey to be almost over made Robin reckless. ‘You’ve been confusing, and mysterious, and kind and very, very beautiful, but you’ve not been pushy.’ The car drew up to the curb and the front door opened. As her landlady surged down the steps in a flap of worry Robin turned to Lara anxiously. ‘Was that too much?’
Lara smiled and cupped Robin’s cheek with her cool fingers, just for a second. ‘It was lovely.’ She glanced out of the window and took her hand away. ‘Your landlady is about to pop.’
Robin looked round and saw Sue’s anxious face pressed up against the glass. She opened the door, Lara coming round to help her with her bag.
‘Oh Robin! Are you ok? I’ve been so worried! I’ve hardly slept a wink….’ Robin let herself be hugged by Sue and then tuned her out. She turned back to Lara Black, who was standing with her hand on the car roof, ready to get in and go.
‘Can we meet up soon? Go for a walk or something?’ It’s too late to try not to sound desperate. The woman smiled a slow smile that spiked Robin’s pulse and made her mouth go dry.
‘Definitely,’ she said.
After a couple of days cooped up at home with Sue fussing like a mother hen, Robin was desperate to get out. She still hadn’t seen the room that she’d signed up to take, but fortunately the lure of getting her housing situation sorted out was enough leverage to make her landlady let her out of the house.
‘You will be careful, won’t you?’ she flapped as Robin climbed into Mickey’s battered car for the short drive across town. She squinted through the window at Robin’s friend. ‘You will take care of her? Promise me?’
‘Yes, Sue.’
‘Yes, Mrs Harbottle.’ Mickey grinned and tooted the horn as they shot off, and then they both laughed.
‘Oh dear, she does fret!’
‘I know, but she means well.’ Robin was fond of Sue. ‘She’s in a state because she feels she’s throwing me out of the house when I’m at death’s door.’ Mickey whizzed through a set of traffic lights that had just gone to red. ‘Hey, I may be off sick but I’m still a copper!’
‘Yeah, yeah.’
Robin’s phone beeped. She smiled as she read another message from Lara. Since dropping her off the other day she’d been texting regularly. At first it had just been general enquiries about how Robin was doing, but soon the messages had deepened to become tiny conversations about the world and their lives. Robin had begun to feel close to the other woman, and she was starting to get nervous about whether those feelings would translate into their face-to-face meeting later. Or perhaps she just had butterflies at the thought of seeing Lara again. She tried to put all that aside as she tapped out her reply.
Looking forward to seeing you later.

 
A moment later came the response:
Me too.

 
Robin caught her friend giving her a calculating look. ‘So…. Who is she? I’m assuming she’s not that fantastic blonde from the club who nearly got you the sack.’
‘God no!’ Robin shuddered at the thought of Sylvie Dean undulating across the dance floor like a predator. ‘She’s somebody from work.’
‘And.’
‘And she’s also blonde, and very beautiful.’
‘And.’
‘And what?’
Mickey waggled her eyebrows and Robin laughed. ‘I am off sick, you know. I can’t do anything energetic until the doctors give me the all-clear.’
‘So let her do the energetic bit. You can just lie back and enjoy it.’
‘Mickey!’
‘What? Don’t tell me you haven’t been thinking about it.’
Robin blushed and her friend howled with laughter. ‘I have been thinking – about her – all the time. She is amazing.’
‘Good. You’re amazing and you deserve someone amazing in return.’
‘Oh be quiet.’ Robin busied herself looking out of the window.
‘Don’t be quiet me.’ Her friend was ruthless. ‘You have no idea of the effect you have on people. You’re gorgeous, super fit, and you’re a lovely person. The only reason you’re not beating women off with sticks is because you never go out anywhere.’ She saw Robin looking mortally embarrassed and grinned. ‘All I’m saying is good for you, and when can me and Katie meet her?’
‘Thanks. And – don’t know. She’s a bit nervous about things, I think.’
‘Things being a relationship with another woman?’
‘Yes and no. I think the relationship bit is alright, it’s just she’s quite senior and she wants to keep her private life private.’
Her friend shrugged, and pulled up outside a semi-detached on a quiet suburban street. ‘Privacy is fine, secrets can be sexy, but if she ever looks ashamed of being with you then she’ll have me to answer to.’
‘Fine. I’ll let you know.’ Mickey impulsively leaned across and punched Robin on the shoulder. ‘Oi! What was that for?’
‘It was for that big fat soppy look on your face,’ she said, and grinned. ‘Now are you viewing this room, or what?’
‘So what was the room like?’ Lara Black tucked her hands into her pockets of her short charcoal coat as they turned to walk along the sea front. The sun was sinking across the peach and blue evening sky, but despite the lateness the whole place was still crowded. Robin had been worried that this was a bit public for their meeting, but they were just two people amongst the countless thousands who’d flocked to the seaside at the first signs of good weather. She gazed at the woman walking beside her; she had let her hair down again, which seemed to be her off-duty style, and wore a smartish navy dress under her coat. Robin had tried to dress up herself for the occasion and was glad that she’d bothered with her tailored blouse and trousers. She sneaked another glance and felt blood rush around her body. She’s so gorgeous it makes me feel faint. Lara looked and caught her staring. ‘What?’
‘Sorry. I was just – looking at you.’ Robin grinned sheepishly, but her heart leapt when Lara laughed, and playfully scowled. The blue eyes twinkled with fun and with something else, something more tentative. Gently Robin took the woman’s hand and threaded it through her arm. ‘Is that ok? You can always pretend that you’re helping me back to my bath chair.’
Lara snorted, and tightened her grip. They walked along for a while, hooked together, in an easy silence. ‘The room?’ she asked again, smiling.
‘Oh, it was perfectly fine.’ Robin had been pleasantly surprised that the house share had been so clean and tidy, although the microscopic bedroom itself was a bit of a let-down. Lara cocked her head towards her as if she’d sensed that feeling of disappointment. ‘The house was great, other tenants were fine and quite normal compared to some of the weirdos I’ve met.’
‘But?’
‘But…’ Robin frowned up at the seagulls effortlessly keeping their places on the buffeting wind. ‘But the room was tiny. Just enough space for a single bed and a cupboard.’
‘I see. You’re worried that it will cramp your style?’
‘What style?’ they laughed together, which felt nice. ‘No, I mean it reminds me of the kind of bedroom you have when you’re a student. Small, plain, functional. It’s – it’s just, I don’t know.’ They moved through the mass of visitors and leaned on the railings.
‘It’s just what?’ Lara regarded Robin with her serious blue eyes. Robin smiled.
‘Is that how you get people to confess?’ she asked.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean, do you look at them with those beautiful eyes and just wait for them to admit everything?’
‘I don’t mean to pry,’ said Lara, ‘but you seem sad. I’d like to know why, if you want to tell me.’
‘You’ll think I’m stupid.’
‘No I won’t.’
Robin sighed and stared out at the darkening water. ‘It made me feel like a failure,’ she said at last. ‘Like I’d be going backwards in life, not forwards.’ She shook herself, trying to shift the mood. ‘Come on, I’m being dismal. Let’s go and eat.’
Lara gave her another searching look and then smiled. ‘Ok, Sullivan, but I reserve the right to recall the witness.’
They slowly strolled down the flight of stone steps to the lower promenade. The crowds were thinner here, and Robin was acutely aware of the moment when Lara casually dropped her arm, walking slightly less closely beside her. Mickey’s warning played loudly in Robin’s head.
‘You’re a very private person, aren’t you?’ she said as they wove through the people streaming along the edge of the beach. Lara looked round, the icy look threatening to overwhelm her face. ‘Look, don’t freeze on me. I just want to  - understand you better.’
The woman shoved her hands back into her pockets and sighed. ‘Fair enough. I am, private, I mean. I don’t like other people knowing my business.’
Feeling her way carefully, Robin nodded. Above them, music drifted down from an open-sided pavilion where half a dozen couples were ballroom dancing in the twilight. She watched them twirling together and lightly touched Lara’s arm to make her stop and look.
‘So, I’m guessing, you wouldn’t like that?’
Lara looked up, confused. ‘What? Ballroom dancing?’ She laughed. ‘Who would lead?’
‘No, what I mean is – you’d prefer not to be in the open like that? Taking your partner in your arms for all the world to see.’
Lara stared at Robin for a long second, and then walked on. ‘My counter question is: why is it important for other people to see you – dancing? Why not dance in privacy?’
Despite everything Robin snorted with laughter. ‘Private Dancer? Isn’t that a Tina Turner song?’ Lara smiled.
This stretch of beach was peppered with numerous restaurants stretching out towards the pebbles, all doing brisk business as the Spring day bloomed into a clear night.
‘How about this one?’ asked Lara as they reached a smart-looking bar and picked a table under a heat lamp. ‘I’ve been here before and the tapas is really good.’ She glanced at the menu and then over at Robin. ‘Shall we just get some things to share?’
‘Sure.’
The waitress with the trendy pink hair and the nose ring smiled and jotted down their order. ‘And to drink, ladies?’
‘It’ll have to be water for me, unfortunately, thanks to that knock on the head.’ If there was ever an occasion for a glass of wine, this is it. ‘But you have whatever you want.’
The woman shook her head. ‘Water is fine. A big bottle of sparkling, please.’
Robin hoped Lara hadn’t noticed the speculative look that the girl shot them before moving off towards the bar and kitchen. Would it help if I imagined myself to be a straight woman just out for a meal with her friend? She wasn’t sure how she could pull that off, considering every glance at Lara Black ricocheted around her like lightning. Those blue eyes drilled into Robin’s and she felt herself go dizzy.
What felt like ten seconds later a bottle of sparkling mineral water was placed onto the table in front of them and Robin blinked, like waking from a trance. She saw Lara demurely unfolding her napkin onto her lap and smiling at the waitress, fully back in business-professional mode.
‘How do you do that?’
‘Do what?’
‘Just –‘ She waved a hand to try and grasp at the words. ‘- look so cool and calm when you’re not really like that underneath, are you?’ Lara smiled, a glint of teeth behind her stretching lips giving a hint of something dangerous. ‘See, there you go again.’
The other woman laughed, and there was a rueful note to it. ‘Why I am all ice queen on the surface, you mean?’ She took a sip of water. ‘Necessity, I suppose. With my job, exposing corruption, always being the outsider brought in to do the local’s dirty work, it means I make enemies. I just can’t afford to give those enemies anything to get hold of, to bring me down.’
Robin gulped at her own water and tried to concentrate around the edges of a headache that began to bubble behind her eyes. ‘I get that. God knows the station wits have enough fun ripping the shit out of all of us at the best of times. But it’s not the 1970s, we don’t have to pretend…’
The warning note sounded loud and clear in Lara’s voice. ‘This is who I am, Robin. I can’t change it.’
Into that moment of silence the tapas arrived, the pink-haired waitress wisely not making any comment at the sudden, awkward atmosphere as she placed the array of small dishes across the table. When she’d gone, shooting Robin a sympathetic smile that fortunately Lara didn’t notice, the older woman leaned in and sighed.
‘I’m just a private person, Robin, that’s all. I hope that doesn’t mean you don’t want to spend time with me.’ Before Robin could answer, she went on: ‘And I suppose I’ve got used to being the Ice Queen at work, and it kind of spills over into everything else too. When I was first labelled with it, I thought I could either try and fight it, or just make it work for me. I chose the latter.’
‘Who labelled you with it?’
‘My ex-husband.’ The look of pure astonishment on Robin’s face made Lara roar with laughter, setting off a ripple of turning heads around them. ‘From the way your jaw just hit the table I’m guessing you’re surprised I was married.’
Robin tried to pull herself together. ‘Er – yes,’ she managed, then: ‘Sorry, I don’t mean to pry or anything.’
Again that languid smile. There was no part of Robin’s body that wasn’t now spinning. ‘I met Pete when we were both at Hendon. I was – really young for my years, and he seemed much more mature, much savvier. I knew I was attracted to women,’ she quirked a grin, ‘but I thought I should try and get past that. And he wanted to marry me, and I wanted to be…’ she sought the right word, ‘I wanted to be normal, I’ll own up to that.’
Robin reached across the table and squeezed her hand, then picked up her glass of water so Lara wouldn’t worry.
‘Thanks. And it wasn’t all bad, you know? It was just never going to be what either of us wanted.’ Above them, a string of multi-coloured bulbs came on with a pop, casting a halo of pale pink across Lara’s pensive face. ‘Anyway, long story short, I was better at the job that Pete was, and that annoyed him. When I got promotion after promotion while he was stuck being a constable – well, then it really started to fester. Put that together with his view that I wasn’t ‘enthusiastic’ enough in bed, and it gave him the perfect ammunition to try and undermine me at work. Voila! The Ice Queen was born.’
‘Christ, Lara.’
The older woman laughed, and stared out across the darkening beach for a while. Eventually she smiled sadly at Robin. ‘I’m really glad you’re that much younger than me, it means you didn’t have to deal with quite the same sort of rubbish.’
‘I’m sorry you had to deal with it.’ She scowled, ‘Where’s this Pete character now?’
Lara chuckled, a much more natural sound. ‘He’s an insurance salesman in Derby, re-married with three teenage children, so before you launch a campaign of retribution I think he’s been punished enough, don’t you?’ They laughed together. ‘But thanks. And he was right: I didn’t like having sex with him because I wanted to be having sex with women instead, and when I finally admitted that to myself everyone was a lot happier.’
And there it was again, that glint of promise and desire. Robin knew that she should probably walk away, but there she was – so achingly beautiful, and clever and funny, and she knew it was already too late. This woman is amazing, she’s incredible, she shows this cool persona on the surface but underneath she’s so sexy it’s insane.
‘But still private.’
‘Still private.’
‘OK. Privacy, I understand, secrecy even,’ she managed to say. ‘But I don’t want to ever feel that we are hiding because we are ashamed of who we are.’ She reached for the bowl of olives and noticed her hand was shaking. ‘That’s my line in the sand.’
‘I’d never be ashamed of you.’ Robin’s pulse leapt as Lara reached up as if to twist a strand of dark brown hair out of her face, but dropped her hand instantly when a loud group of woman suddenly pounced on the table next to them. She wants me, but doesn’t want anyone to see her wanting. She tasted disappointment amidst the excitement of knowing she was being desired.
‘This is so mad.’ Despite the lack of alcohol Robin felt heady in Lara’s company. The woman’s searchlight eyes scrutinised her for a second.
‘You look tired, are you ok? I keep forgetting that you’re supposed to be taking it easy.’ As the group beside them began loudly quizzing the waitress about cocktails Lara leaned across the table, her voice dropping low so only Robin could hear it. ‘I’m being selfish because I want you here with me.’
Robin took a gulp of water and tried to calm down. ‘I want – lots of things.’ She let her gaze roam over the woman opposite, unguardedly for once. Her eyes tracked the long column of her throat, following it down to the swell of her breasts under the navy dress. Forget privacy,
I’d push that dress up and take you right now. Something of these thoughts must have shown on her face as she was rewarded by a faint pink blush colouring those alabaster cheeks. Under her spiking blood pressure her own head was aching again. ‘But I might have to pace myself a bit.’
Lara laughed, a sexy peal that attracted some looks from other diners. How does she ever think she’s not being noticed? marvelled Robin.
‘Good point. Let’s eat.’
Somewhat to Robin’s relief they talked of everything and nothing while they ate. When the last of the little plates were empty and cleared away, Lara leaned forward on her elbows. ‘Do you feel like telling me what you were going to say earlier?’ Darkness had now fully fallen. She was picked out in the soft golden light of the lantern on the table and Robin thought she’d never seen anything more beautiful.
She swirled the last of her water around in the glass as she tried to catch her breath. When she thought she could string two words together sensibly she said: ‘I’m thinking of leaving the police.’
‘Leaving?’ The other woman was shocked. ‘Why?’
‘Lots of reasons, really. But it came home to me the other week when everyone thought I was Sylvie Dean’s mole. Hardly anyone spoke to me, you know? They all just kept their heads down in case I was in trouble. And that made me feel very alone.’
‘You’re not alone.’ Under the table Robin felt the pressure of Lara’s foot against her leg. I wish she’d just take my hand, she thought. ‘What would you do if you left?’
‘Um, my brother has a restaurant in Melbourne. He’s been on at me for ages to join him in running it. It could be fun.’
This wasn’t at all what she wanted to be talking about. Do I want to be your naughty little secret, DCC Black? She turned and looked at her again and was bowled over by her poise, her beauty and by the sparkle of intelligence in those deadly eyes. Yes, I do, damn it. Suddenly she felt a wave of exhaustion sweep across her and her head dropped.
‘You look worn out,’ said Lara immediately.
‘I’m fine,’ she protested.
‘Concussion is a tricky thing, you can’t overdo it too soon.’ She smiled, but could see that Robin was troubled. ‘Are you ok?’
‘Yeah, you’re right, I’m just flagging.’
‘Come on, I’ll drive you home.’
The walk back up the beach was slow as Robin felt wiped out, exhausted by the maelstrom of sensation she was feeling. Although they’d carefully kept their distance on the way back to the car, as soon as Lara pulled out from her parking space she reached over and took Robin’s hand.
‘Are you really ok?’
Robin let her fingers twine into Lara’s, just enjoying it in the moment. She felt light-headed with tiredness. ‘I’ve wanted to touch you all evening.’
Lara smiled. ‘Me too. But answer the question. Will your landlady be there to look after you?’
Robin slumped back and closed her eyes, keeping Lara’s hand tightly captive. ‘No, she’s over at Derek’s tonight. But I’ll be fine, I just need to sleep.’
The other woman said nothing, but dimly Robin could sense she was worrying. They drove in silence for a few minutes until Robin realised they’d pulled up to the curb.
‘Come on,’ Lara went round the car and opened the passenger door, helping Robin to her feet with a hand under her elbow. How very chaste, Robin thought vaguely. They climbed the steps slowly and Lara took the keys from Robin’s hand to open the front door. Inside, Lara pushed the door shut again as Robin clicked on the hall lamp and turned to face her.
‘Thanks.’ Her head was pounding and she felt oddly detached from her body, so saw rather than felt her own hand reach gently up to stroke the pale cheek, the blue eyes staring intensely. ‘I would so like to invite you in for some private time, but I couldn’t do you justice.’
Lara hushed her, pushing her hair out of her eyes and pulling her into a close embrace. Despite her exhaustion Robin’s body roared into life at the contact. I wish I had the energy to take your hand and lead you upstairs. She closed her eyes in anguish at the mental image, so achingly impossible in this state. Lara leaned back to look in her face, and Robin opened her eyes to see her just millimetres away. Her eyes were drawn irresistibly to the woman’s beautiful full lips. A faint whisper of breath tickled her skin and she leant in and brushed them with her own. For a tantalising second Lara responded, her hands circling Robin’s waist tightly, but then she stepped slowly back.
‘I’d better go. You need to rest.’ She smiled, and stepped through the front door, clicking it quietly shut after her.
Robin sank down and sat on the bottom of the stairs, her breathing ragged. ‘Bloody hell,’ she said.




Chapter 11

With so much on her mind Robin had half-assumed that she wouldn’t be able to sleep, but the concussion had other plans and she crashed out for ten straight hours. In the morning she lay in her bed and watched the sunlight on the ceiling, her permanent headache for once a mere background hum. Inevitably, her thoughts swivelled immediately to Lara and to the kiss that she could still feel on her lips like a brand. There was no doubt what her body thought about it: the chemistry of that moment was wildfire rushing through her veins. When they were together Robin knew that her willpower to resist the blonde Valkyrie was rapidly disappearing, but apart she had enough distance to recognise that this was not situation normal.
She wouldn’t have thought that a covert relationship would be her style, God forbid being the secret lover of a senior officer. Am I crazy? she wondered, but even as she asked herself the question she knew that the moment to pull back had already passed, and it was now too late to retreat to safety. And truthfully she didn’t want to; she was hooked by the real woman who sheltered beneath that icy mask, the woman whose eyes crinkled with pleasure when they saw Robin, and whose hands were smooth and strong, and whose lips were the softest she’d ever known. She could imagine only too vividly what the rest of her body must be like – Robin shook herself, and went and had a cold shower.
That afternoon she had an appointment with DS Hennessey, who had been charged with finding out what had derailed the operation to arrest Tony Philips. Walking through the police station doors she felt she’d been away for months, although it had only been a few days. It seemed strange, an alien place where she had no business anymore. There was no DS Bolton or DCI Goode as they were both still signed off sick, and when she raised a hand to Lydia on the forensic accounting team the woman merely stared. Maybe I really should get a new job, she thought.
The interview didn’t last long, as Robin hadn’t been involved in any of the decision-making. She’d explained what she had seen, and as there were no follow up questions she rightly assumed that her viewpoint had tallied exactly with everyone else’s.
‘What do you think went wrong?’ Hennessey asked her.
‘Somebody tipped him off, and instead of doing a runner he decided to make a fight of it.’
‘Yeah,’ he nodded. ‘Still, he and his mates are now looking at some serious prison time for assault.’ At the price of a lot of broken bones and God knows what else, she thought, but didn’t say.
Stepping back out into the bustle of the CID room Robin felt a tentative tap on her arm. She turned and saw Marti from admin standing at her side.
‘Hello, I thought I saw you,’ she smiled. ‘Are you alright? I heard you’d got concussion. That can be nasty.’
Robin was touched that somebody had bothered to ask how she was. ‘It’s not too bad, docs think I should be right as rain in a few days.’
‘Good. Well, I won’t hold you up.’ Then the woman surprised her by saying: ‘Oh, by the way, did you ever get your flowers?’
‘What? What flowers?’
‘Interflora dropped off a huge bouquet for you yesterday. I assumed someone would have brought them round to your house.’ They moved towards the desk that Robin had been working at, and she could now see that a large and expensive bouquet was resting on the floor beside the chair.
‘Who on earth has sent me flowers?’ If it had been Lara then she’d have brought them last night, or perhaps that would have been too public? Well, she certainly wouldn’t have sent them to the office.
Marti stooped down and picked up the arrangement, and Robin fished for the card.
To the sexiest woman in the building, it read, from your admirer
‘Ooh! That sounds romantic!’ The little administrator clucked happily, unaware of the gloom that now swept over Robin. ‘Do you know who they’re from?’
‘Yeah,’ I wish I didn’t, but yeah. ‘Unfortunately it’s not somebody I want to be receiving presents from.’ She turned away from Marti’s disappointed face and looked for DS Hennessey. ‘Sarge,’ she called, ‘I think Sylvie Dean’s just sent me flowers.’
It took several hours for the inevitable flap that followed to burn itself out. Robin was left feeling tired, depressed, and again under suspicion from colleagues, although fortunately the senior officers had accepted that she’d known nothing of the bouquet’s arrival.
‘Dean’s just doing it to jerk our chains,’ as DCI Meade had succinctly put it. And she succeeded, was Robin’s private response.
She was too knackered to face the stairs (or, more honestly, she was too sensitive of the paranoid looks from any co-workers to use the stairs) and so pushed the button for the lift. She stepped in, still wrapped up in the unhappy turn of events, and only when the doors clicked shut did she realise that there was already somebody inside.
‘Hello, DC Sullivan,’ Lara Black smiled, prim and proper in her close-fitting dark uniform. Robin felt herself blush with excitement. We’re keeping this professional, are we? She tried to stop herself glancing up at the CCTV camera in the corner.
‘Good evening, ma’am.’ She was hyperaware of woman’s long, pale hands that last night – only last night! – had held her own. As if reading her mind, Lara casually stretched her fingers. Oh, you are bad. ‘Are you heading home now?’
‘Sadly no,’ the glint in those deep blue eyes was intoxicating, and Robin could feel her pulse begin to hammer. I just have to be near her and my body goes into overdrive. ‘I have a formal meeting with the Local Authority.’ And then, in the tiniest whisper that Robin almost couldn’t believe she heard, she said: ‘But I will be thinking about you.’
Desire roared through Robin and she swallowed, and then the lift doors opened with a quiet ping and Lara Black stepped through and was gone. Talking a breath, Robin followed, just reaching the exit as Lara’s black Golf shot past. She walked slowly to her own car and climbed in, her head suddenly thumping as she tried to reconcile the dismal afternoon with that thirty second jolt of adrenaline – and other hormones. For a few minutes Robin just sat and watched the sour orange of the sodium lights fizzing in the damp seaside air, before giving herself a mental shake. She was finally moving out of Sue’s next week and needed to finish her packing. She had reached out a hand to turn on the ignition when her phone rang, ‘LB’ flashing up on the display.
‘Hello, Robin,’ God, that woman’s voice was so fucking sexy. ‘I thought I’d give you a call to say that I’m sorry we couldn’t really speak just now.’
‘That’s ok, I understand.’
‘I thought you looked a little downcast. Are you ok?’
‘I’m fine.’
‘Really?’
‘Turns out Sylvie Dean had sent me a big bunch of flowers, presumably to aid my recovery from the head injury dished out by one of her thugs.’ Robin laughed humourlessly. ‘You can imagine how that’s got the station’s tongues wagging.’
‘Bloody woman!’ Lara sounded really indignant, which made Robin smile. ‘She’s got a nerve!’ Jealous, much?
‘Anyway, it put a bit of a downer on coming back into the office, that’s all.’
‘Are you still thinking about leaving the force?’
‘Yeah, it’s starting to feel like a really good idea.’
‘But you…’ Suddenly the confident voice was hesitant, anxious. ‘You wouldn’t move away, would you? I mean, it’s obviously up to you but I’ve been looking forward to getting to know you much better.’
‘Me too.’ Robin pressed on, feeling daring. ‘Especially after last night.’
‘Especially after last night,’ Lara agreed, her voice deepening. She cleared her throat and continued in a lighter tone. ‘Anyway, I have to go into the meeting now and be charmed by balding councillors who all think they are Don Juan.’
Robin laughed. ‘Sounds horrible. Why not arrest a few? That’ll teach the rest of them to leave you alone.’
‘That’s a brilliant idea!’ Lara chuckled, ‘I’m sure that will go down a storm with the Chief Constable.’
‘Well, have a nice evening.’
‘You too. And Robin –‘
‘Yes?’
‘Do you think you’d be free this weekend? I’ve got that surprise lined up for you.’
‘Really? You’ve actually arranged something? That’s so – amazing.’
‘I said I would. And I’ve been looking forward to it. Will you be around? And will you be feeling ok, do you think?’
‘You bet!’
Lara laughed again. ‘Great! I’ll text you the details. But I have to go now, sorry.’
‘No problem, thanks for the call.’
‘You looked beautiful today, by the way.’
‘What?’
‘Speak soon,’ and she was gone.
Robin finally got the all-clear from the doctor late on Thursday afternoon, which lined up nicely for a full-day of extremely boring form-filling to satisfy the police’s occupational health department that she wasn’t about to drop dead, or – worse - sue them. Steeling herself slightly, she pushed open the doors to CID and went in search of DCI Goode, himself just back off the sick list.
‘Skull all good now, Tweets?’ he asked, his own arm still strapped tightly into a bright blue cast.
‘Good as it ever was, sir,’ they shared a rare smile. ‘Can I come back onto the Ice Queen enquiry?’
Goode threw himself down into his sagging chair, which squeaked in protest. He regarded Robin thoughtfully. ‘Maybe. Although you’ve become a bit of a rock star on all these other cases. DCI Chatterjee was bending my ear about your hard work and intuition only the other day.’
Robin gaped. ‘Seriously? I thought he barely knew what my name was.’
‘Eh, well, we all recognise a good copper when we see one.’
She felt herself redden with pride. ‘Thanks, I really appreciate that.’
‘Well, don’t let it go to your head, or I’ll have to send a memo to DS Bolton to arrange some suitably humbling activities to put you back in your place.’ He considered a moment. ‘Although I’d have to be quick: his last day is next week.’
‘No! That soon?’
Her boss shook his head. ‘Muriel’s not been doing so well.’ Robin’s heart sank at this news; she’d been hoping that the chemo had worked its toxic magic. ‘Bugger off now, Sullivan,’ the big man said at last, dragging over a huge pile of paperwork. ‘Go and have a good weekend and come back all singing and dancing on Monday.’
‘Right, will do, sir.’
‘And Robin – let your hair down a bit. Life’s too short, eh? Now get lost before I start coming out with any more platitudes.’
She grinned, and closed the door quietly behind her.
By nine o’clock on Saturday morning Robin had been up for hours. She just hadn’t been able to sleep ever since getting Lara’s text with the time, a postcode, and the enigmatic ‘wear something warm and sporty’. She’d opted for her cycling gear in the end, and now smoothed her fleecy top for the hundredth time as she waited at the beach-side car park her sat nav had decreed to be her final destination. 
A stiff wind was blowing off the sea, propelling huge white and grey clouds across the sky and whipping the waves up into peaks. This was a part of the coast that she hadn’t really explored, and she’d been surprised to see the bay’s crescent of yellow sand, unlike the mottled pebbles she had been expecting. She walked over to the little fence marking the edge of the dunes and looked out across the flat glinting expanse of low tide. A few hundred metres away a group of people appeared to be busy assembling wind surf rigs, and Robin watched with interest as they wrestled with what looked like sails in the gusty breeze. Behind her, she heard the crunch of tires on gravel and she turned to see Lara’s Golf pulling into the space next to her car.
‘I’m sorry I’m a bit late.’ Tall and clad in form-fitting leggings and jacket, the woman took Robin’s breath away. She couldn’t help a grin from bursting out onto her face and her heart thrilled to see an answering smile. The distance seemed to melt from between them and impulsively Robin pulled the taller woman into a hug. ‘Thank you for coming,’ said Lara into her ear.
‘Did you think I wouldn’t?’ Robin looked up at her in surprise. Nothing short of the apocalypse would have kept her away.
Lara’s deep blue eyes flashed with that unexpected self-doubt. ‘Well, I didn’t want to presume.’
Robin gently cupped her cheek. ‘Presume, presume hugely and with abandon. You want me to be somewhere and I’ll be there.’
Surprise, delight, and then a sexy glint all took their turns in the steely gaze, culminating finally in a grin as Lara stepped back out of Robin’s arms and pointed out across the sand. ‘Come on,’ she said.
They walked briskly over the green-spiked dunes and down onto the wide, flat beach. Despite Robin’s entreaties, the older woman refused to say another word but led them straight up to the group of people she’d watched at work – not on windsurfers, she now saw, but on kite buggies.
A grizzled bloke with the craggy face of someone who was always outdoors greeted Lara with a smile and a handshake.
‘Nice to see you again, and your friend. I’m Dave.’
‘Er – I’m Robin,’ she said, shaking his hand in turn. ‘This looks amazing!’
‘Surprise, was it?’ He grinned at Lara’s embarrassed nod, and turned back to Robin. ‘Yep, they are the best fun! Have you done anything like this before?’ Quickly and efficiently he ran through a safety briefing and guide to steering, braking, and the dangers of rolling when cornering. And then Robin found herself buckling a crash helmet under her chin and sitting into the low buggy, its springy suspension dipping almost down to the sand as she adjusted her weight. Next to her, Lara was settling into her own cart with her usual grace, and grinned across.
‘Let’s fly!’ she said.
Dave handed Robin the bar attached to the bucking sail and she was off. Her heart rushed into her mouth and the cool, salty air flooded her brain with exhilaration as she raced Lara down the beach. The packed sand rumbled smoothly under the wheels of the buggy and above her head the bright-banded kite soared against the blue and grey sky. At the end of the first run she was speechless with excitement, Lara laughing with unguarded joy at the sight of Robin’s dazed happiness. Then they were back in the buggies, adjusting for their opposite position relative to the kites, and flying across the open beach with startling speed. At each run Robin found herself more confident, stronger with her directions through her arms and legs, willing the little machine to run faster, faster until the sea was a greenish blur alongside her and she almost felt she was attached just to the kite and not to the ground at all.
When Dave pulled her up and explained that her two hours was over, Robin didn’t believe him. Lara came across, grinning.
‘It can’t be two hours!’
‘It really is! We’ll have to come back another day.’
‘Yes!’
Dave laughed at her enthusiastic reply and grinned at Lara as she handed over her helmet. ‘Sounds like your present was a success!’
‘It’s the best thing anyone has ever given me,’ said Robin, and impulsively threw her arm around her friend’s shoulders. ‘Thank you!’
They walked slowly back up to the carpark, Robin’s legs now aching slightly from all the exercise.
‘Now you see why I had to wait for you to get over your concussion,’ Lara smiled.
‘It was worth it! Where has that been all my life? It makes cycling look tame.’
‘I know – I’ve always loved it.’ She flicked a glance across. ‘It was nice to be able to share it with somebody.’ Before her companion could reply Lara unlocked her car and grinned. ‘Now for present part two.’
‘What?’ Robin tried not to gaze at the sight of Lara’s smooth backside as she bent down and reached something out from the passenger seat. To her surprise she saw it was a big thermos. Lara unclipped the two cups and poured a thick, hot stream of chocolate into each one.
‘My granny’s recipe,’ she said, handing one across and smiling as Robin breathed in the wonderful scent and then took a gulp. ‘She was Belgian, so she knew her chocolate.’
‘Oh my God,’ Robin was almost speechless. ‘That is the best hot chocolate I’ve ever had.’ She drained the cup and ran her tongue around her mouth. Lara laughed happily, and Robin noticed her eyes lingering on her moistened lips before looking swiftly away. Don’t push her, she thought as she handed the cup back. ‘Your granny was Belgian? I would have thought she was Norwegian.’
‘My mother was Danish, so that’s where the blonde hair comes from.’ She replaced the thermos on the passenger seat and turned back.
‘The first time I saw you I thought you looked like a Norse goddess, come to slum it amongst us mere mortals.’
‘You’re hardly a mere mortal. The first time I saw you I couldn’t believe that such a stunning woman was just lurking amongst all those lumpen uniforms.’
Robin flashed back to that embarrassing morning and blushed. ‘I was so mortified to be late.’
‘You were just making an entrance, that’s all.’ Lara reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind the other woman’s ear. ‘You certainly made an impact on me.’
Robin felt her heart almost stop beating. Around them the cool sea breeze roared loudly in the empty car park. ‘I thought you hardly noticed me.’ Lara’s hand had fallen to rest on her shoulder, and now her own hands gently slid around the taller woman’s waist.
‘Didn’t notice you? I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you for months. You kept almost catching me staring.’
‘I can’t believe it! I thought, well, I thought you didn’t like me.’
Lara closed her eyes and hung her head down, her hair sweeping the side of Robin’s face. ‘Didn’t like you? I liked you so much I kept trying to run away, but you always drew me back.’ She looked up and Robin was transfixed by her gaze.
‘Why didn’t you say anything?’
They were very close now, Robin feeling Lara’s blue eyes burning into her own.
‘Say what?’
‘Say: I like you.’
Lara leaned down and smiled a slow, sad smile. Quietly, hardly audible amongst the rushing of the wind, she said: ‘Robin Sullivan, I like you.’
‘I like you too, Lara Black, the most beautiful woman in the world.’
Slowly, slowly Lara leaned forward and kissed Robin softly. For a heartbeat they broke apart, Lara’s face anxious, but then Robin gripped her waist and drew her back for more. For a split second she thought the other woman was going to pull back, but then she seemed to change her mind and instead tangled her hands in Robin’s hair the better to deepen the kiss. Robin felt the world dissolve in her clamouring heart and in the electricity tingling in her limbs, her whole body screaming for more and more until Lara broke away, eyes still dark with desire. Robin gasped, the sound of the sea and the sensation of the cool wind on her cheeks rushing back into the void that the kiss had created. She blinked, and realised she could hear a phone ringing. Lara reached into her car and fumbled with her bag, pulling out her iPhone.
‘Christ, sorry, this is the emergency number.’ She took a breath and closed her eyes for a second, then answered in a facsimile of her normal voice. ‘ACC Lara Black speaking.’
She listened intently to whatever was being said on the other end of the line. Robin suddenly felt self-conscious, fearful that the call had been a welcome excuse for Lara to step out from her embrace. As if seeing these worries playing out on her face, the woman shifted the phone to her other ear and stretched out a hand to draw Robin to her side. This feels right, thought Robin as the strong arm folded around her back, and her own hands found their places around Lara’s slender waist. Unable to stop herself, she dropped a tender kiss on the side of the woman’s wide mouth, and felt the quirk of a half-smile against her cheek. Just the scent of her was dizzying: a mixture of that heady perfume, salt, ozone, and a whisper of musk that made Robin’s mouth dry. It’s too late to go back now, she thought, shocked at how overwhelmed she was feeling, I’m lost.
She hadn’t been paying any attention to the conversation that had been going on and now blinked as the woman said goodbye and hung up. Lara’s hands turned Robin in her arms until they were face to face, holding each other tightly. For the second time Lara dipped her head and their kiss was long and sweet. Finally she broke away and said:
‘I have to go. I don’t want to go, but I have to.’
‘Don’t go then.’ Robin’s mouth claimed Lara’s.
‘I must.’ Lara leaned back and cupped Robin’s face, her intent blue eyes burning deeply. ‘It’s killing me, but I must go.’ She drew her forward and rested their foreheads together. ‘It’s a break in the Ice Queen case, you’ll probably get a call from Lionel Goode in a minute.’
‘I don’t care,’ Robin heard her voice breaking, and didn’t care about that either. ‘Sod Sylvie Dean and the lot of them, I just want you.’ She blinked back tears that had raced out of nowhere, taking her by surprise.
‘Oh, Robin, my darling!’ Did she really call me her darling? Robin’s heart skipped, before everything dissolved into another one of Lara’s kisses. ‘The second I can get away, the very second, then I want you back in my arms, and in my mouth, and in my bed.’ Her last kiss was searing and when it was done Robin stood, dazed, as Lara stepped away, hands slipping down to squeeze a goodbye. She moved back as the black Golf pulled out of its space, Lara staring until the last second, before looking to the road and driving away.
Her own call came five minutes later, luckily giving her time to walk to her own car on shaking legs. She pulled the door shut and sat in the warm roaring silence away from the wind that, with Lara’s departure, had turned cold. Holding the phone in her lap Robin stared out of the windscreen at the chasing clouds, not really thinking, just looking at the world which now seemed completely new. A buzz made her blink and she pressed the green button, seeing ‘BOSS’ emblazoned across the screen.
‘Hello?’
‘Tweets, it’s me. Get your arse down to the station, this is a three-line whip.’
‘Sure.’
‘Are you alright? You sound – dazed. Is your head playing you up?’
She squeezed her eyes shut and ignored her brain replying helpfully: head’s fine, it’s my heart and the rest of my anatomy that’s in turmoil. ‘No, no, I’m ok. Sorry. Yes, I’ll be there in about forty minutes.’
‘Out of town, were you? Well, sorry to interrupt your weekend but this is huge.’ Dimly she recognised that the lugubrious Goode was actually excited.
‘What’s happening?’ Pretend to care about this, for God’s sake.
‘I’ll tell you when you get here. Bye.’
He rang off, and Robin took a deep breath, trying to push all memories of Lara Black aside for the moment. She put the car into gear, banged the dashboard, and pulled out. Good luck with that, she thought.




Chapter 12

On the drive back to town Robin decided that she’d better change into something that didn’t look like she’d been spending the morning at the beach. She knew she just wouldn’t be able to come up with a coherent answer to anybody’s normal question about what she’d been doing, and underneath that lurked the worry that Lara would turn up similarly attired and set tongues wagging. Don’t think about tongues. She sighed, bit her lip hard, and pulled up outside Sue’s to rush in and get changed.
By the time she walked into the station she felt sure that her dark jeans and casual shirt wouldn’t give anything much away about how she had been filling her Saturday, but as she pushed the doors open to the CID room she realised that she could have been wearing a backless ballgown and riding a unicycle without anybody noticing.
‘Tweetie!’ Keith Bolton rushed over, his craggy old face shining with excitement.
‘What’s going on?’ She gazed round at groups of detectives chattering hysterically. Determinedly, she turned her back on the cluster of dark blue uniforms in the corner, but somehow her brain registered the tall blonde figure in their midst even without looking. ‘Has the station syndicate won the lottery or something?’
Bolton laughed, which made her stare at him in surprise. ‘Better than that, my girl.’ He leaned forward and gripped her by the shoulder, eyes dancing. ‘We’ve got a new witness, copper bottomed and double-checked to Christmas, and he says he saw Sylvie Dean shoot Graham Barlow.’
Robin actually felt her mouth drop open. ‘No! Who is it?’
Keith waved her across to the incident board, and slapped a meaty hand across a photo that looked like the blown-up corner of a minicab licence. ‘Miran Khalil, taxi driver of this parish, says he was dropping off a fare at the corner of Parsons Avenue and Whitstable Terrace at about half two on the night in question. He says he saw Sylvie Dean, whom he knows quite well by sight from all the clubs and bars she owns down Chapel Street, shoot Barlow in the head.’
Robin’s mind whirled. ‘Why has he only come forward now?’ and then, ‘Why has he come forward at all? This is going to put a massive target on his back.’
‘He’s been in hospital. He’s a refugee, a doctor from Aleppo no less, working as a cabbie whilst his paperwork is sorted out. Turns out our lovely sea air doesn’t suit him. He came down with pneumonia the next morning, and has been in the General ever since. Called it in from a payphone in the hospital lobby on his way home.’ Keith’s face sobered. ‘He said that he’d seen enough death at home in Syria, and he wasn’t frightened about facing some more.’
‘Bloody hell. Brave man.’
‘He’ll need to be,’ DCI Goode burst into their conversation. ‘Sylvie will have all her dogs out looking for him.’ He grinned evilly. ‘But he’s a credible witness and we’ve called her in for questioning on the back of it.’
Like wild fire the news that the Ice Queen was on the verge of being arrested ripped through the building. When she finally swept in, walking with all the swagger of a movie star and with a small smile on her lips, nobody dared breathe. Behind her, a polished and no doubt highly-paid solicitor scurried along, a worried expression slipping out from behind his habitual smug distain. As the interview room door closed there was a stampede to get to the CCTV room, and to her surprise Robin found herself in the lead. She jammed into the corner beside a dozen other coppers, and then looked round. Some familiar faces were missing from the crush... but there was no time for wonderings, as the show was about to begin.
On the big screen, in angled view from the camera in the corner of the ceiling, Sylvie could be seen in all her glamorous, wicked beauty.
‘This looks a lot smaller than it does on the television,’ she remarked pleasantly.
She leaned back comfortably in the plastic chair, projecting ease and luxury so strongly that Robin almost expected a waiter would appear in a moment with a glass of chilled champagne. Her clothes were, as always, absolutely gorgeous and ruinously expensive, her hair and nails perfect, and the expression on her face one of amusement. Robin shivered. She’d never seen anyone look more dangerous. Across the table, and in striking contrast, sat Goode and Bolton: balding, overweight, sweaty, but vibrating with the focus of two old hunting dogs. What else do they know? She wondered. It seemed that Mr Porritt, the solicitor, was wondering too as his calm slipped even further and he gulped.
And then it began. Politely but relentlessly, the two officers asked Dean where she had been on the night of the murder. Time and again the solicitor answered for her, saying bland nothings that basically translated to ‘mind your own business’. In an ordinary conversation that would be that, but Robin marvelled at the way the two men returned over and over to the same question, hammering away at the resilience of the pair opposite them. It was unstoppable, and rather dreadful. At each invitation to ‘just go back to the beginning of that evening’ it felt like another blow was being struck at the wall of smooth answers, until eventually cracks began to show.
‘Er, as we’ve said, Miss Dean was at her place of work and then went home,’ improvised her lawyer.
‘Oh, so you were at work?’ Enquired DCI Goode, affably. Sylvie shot her employee a look that would have shattered glass. ‘Which of your business properties was this?’
‘That’s hardly relevant, Chief Inspector,’ Porritt tried to bluster his way out of it.
‘It may be relevant, sir, and as you’ve raised the point I would like you now to clarify it.’
Bang, bang, bang, went the questioning until the man blurted that it had been a strip club on Nelson Street.
‘Oh, that’s right round the corner from the scene of the murder,’ Bolton pointed out helpfully.
Mr Porritt began to stammer incoherently, Sylvie’s stare cutting into him like a knife. She raised her hand and he fell silent immediately.
‘One nil,’ breathed someone amongst the watching throng.
‘Yes, the Belle D’Amour is near to where poor Graham died, but I was back at home long before he was killed.’
‘What time did you get home, Miss Dean?’
‘I can’t remember.’
‘Was there anyone there who could confirm your whereabouts?’
‘No. Although I might have brought some lovely woman back from my club.’ She smiled, slow and deadly, ‘you’ve got some beauties working here too, haven’t you? That DC Sullivan, she’s quite a looker. And not to mention that icy blonde, what’s her name? Oh yes, Lara Black.’ Robin went red with rage and embarrassment as Sylvie licked her dark purple lips. ‘Are they coming out to play today?’
DCI Goode smiled like a kindly uncle. ‘I’m afraid not, Miss Dean, they have other duties. Now, back to the night in question. Do you remember the name of the woman who accompanied you home?’
‘No, I never ask their names, makes it easier, doesn’t it?’
‘But once you were home, you didn’t go out again until the next day?’
‘No, I had better things to do. And I’d hardly have been out and about in a dark alley at that time of night, would I? It would be dangerous.’
‘I see.’
‘One all,’
Keith Bolton now took over for a tranche of questions about Graham Barlow and the work he did for her. They’re stalling, Robin suddenly realised, what are they waiting for? Sylvie was just saying how tragic it had been that ‘poor Graham’ had been killed when the door to the interview room opened and a uniformed constable came in and handed DCI Goode a file.
‘One moment, please,’ he said politely, and then he and Bolton’s heads bent over the contents. Despite a mass craning of necks at the screen no-one could see what they were looking at, but Goode took out a white sheet and slid it upside down along the table to Keith. Then they both looked at Sylvie, and Robin felt the atmosphere change.
‘So Miss Dean, you’ve explained that to your certain knowledge you were not in the alley running behind the series of garages in Parsons Avenue?’ Lionel Goode’s voice was hoarse, but a ripple of excitement began to run through it. Sylvie’s eyes narrowed at the sound, her nostrils flaring like a predator detecting a worrisome scent. ‘Right, yes, that’s a very clear statement. But I’m afraid I’m confused. Because we have a witness who is also very clear that you were indeed in that alley. And more pertinently to this enquiry, the witness also saw Graham Barlow with you.’
‘Who’s this witness?’ Her voice was dagger sharp.
‘That’s not important at this stage. What is important is that the witness saw you take a gun and shoot Mr Barlow in the head, delivering an immediately fatal wound.’
The woman sat forward, her lovely face somehow no longer attractive. Instead she looked bleak and terrible, her eyes glittering like chips of mirror under the harsh fluorescent lights.
‘Who’s saying this? What’s his name?’
‘Um, Miss Dean has a right to the name of her accuser,’ put in Mr Porritt.
‘All in good time, sir. This document,’ Goode picked out another sheet from the folder and handed it to the man opposite, ‘is an order by Mr Justice Everholt for the name of the witness to be withheld until any trial date.’
Cutting through her solicitor’s bluster Sylvie Dean leaned across the table and wrenched the folder from under DCI Goode’s hand. She ripped it open and scattered the pages as she searched for the name. Implacably, the two detectives said nothing. Finally she made a bitter sound of suppressed fury and flung it back down.
‘Very funny,’ she said, fuming, ‘filling the file with the fucking local paper.’ She half rose and everyone in the viewing room tensed. It’s like watching two men baiting a tiger, thought Robin. ‘Who is the fucking witness? Bring him here and let him accuse me face to face!’
With a sharp movement Bolton slid the sheet he’d been keeping under his hand back across to the senior officer, who turned it over and placed it gently in front of Sylvie and her lawyer. It was a colour photo of a pistol, Robin saw. Around her, everyone drew in a sharp breath. The woman sank slowly back into her seat.
‘Do you recognise this gun, Miss Dean?’
She barely glanced down.
‘No.’
‘It isn’t one that you have in your possession?’
‘No.’
‘It would be understandable,’ put in Keith Bolton in a spuriously helpful tone of voice, ‘for a small business owner like yourself to have a firearm as a precaution…’
‘I’ve told you, it’s not fucking mine.’
‘Well, that’s very clear, thank you.’ Lionel Goode pursed his lips as if in deep thought. They’re driving her towards something, but she hasn’t seen it yet. ‘Just another point if I may, does anyone other than you have access to your home?’
Sylvie gave an inpatient tut. ‘Of course, there are people coming and going all the time.’
‘I mean, do they have access to your private rooms?’
Her grey eyes swivelled and locked onto the man opposite. ‘What?’
‘Perhaps I’m not being clear. In your private suite you have a large safe, don’t you? Does anyone other than you have access to that safe?’
‘No.’ Then, realisation dawning, ‘what have you done?’
Keith Bolton leaned in, and suddenly Robin didn’t see the overweight, rude, badly-dressed DS but instead a man with the stillness of a hunter who had patiently tracked his prey and was now about to bring it swiftly down. ‘During our conversation here today a search warrant was served on your home in Montpellier Crescent.’ The woman went white with pure rage but didn’t speak. ‘In the course of that legal search a safe was located, and a separate warrant obtained to open it. On opening a quantity of substances believed to be illegal drugs were found, along with a large sum of cash. And this gun.’
Again the photograph was pushed forward.
‘My client –‘ began the solicitor weakly.
‘Shut up.’ Her words whiplashed across the table. ‘Say it. Say your piece.’
‘This is a Browning semi-automatic 9mm.’ Sylvie said nothing. ‘From the marks on the grip – here and here – it is clear that it was part of a consignment of weapons destined for incineration but illegally resold onto the black market. Another gun from the same missing shipment was the weapon used to murder Gary Greenway. That was left at the scene.’ Lionel Goode pursed his lips. ‘This one’s a much nicer weapon, perhaps that’s why you decided to keep it.’
‘No comment,’
Keith Bolton took up the reins. ‘The gun is identical in calibre to the one that fired the bullet recovered from Graham Barlow’s brain. We believe that further ballistic and forensic testing will reveal it is the exact gun from which that shot was fired. We also believe that fingerprints, DNA, or other physical evidence will show that the gun was fired by you.’
‘No comment.’
Ignoring the words as if they had not been spoken, DCI Goode went on. ‘A witness has placed you at the scene of the crime and has identified you as the person who shot Mr Barlow. A gun which we believe to have fired the fatal shot has been recovered from your home, and from your private safe which you have yourself admitted is not accessible to anyone other than you.’
Next door, everyone held their breath.
‘Sylvia Michelle Dean,’ intoned DCI Goode, ‘I am arresting you for the murder of Graham Peter Barlow on or about the night of the eighteenth of May. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say will be taken down and may be given in evidence. You have a right to a solicitor. If you cannot afford a solicitor one will be provided for you…’ On and on went the police caution.
Sylvie sat back in her chair and laughed. In the next room Robin’s blood ran cold at the sound. The door opened and two huge constables stepped inside.
‘Well, this is all very boring,’ the woman remarked as they nervously grasped her by the arms. ‘Call Connor,’ she said to her solicitor as she was removed from the room. ‘Call Connor, he’ll know what to do.’ And then she turned back to the two detectives and smiled a hideous smile. ‘It’ll never come to trial, you do know that, don’t you?’
‘Get her moving,’ was Goode’s only response, and she was towed, quiet now, out to the cells. Keith Bolton turned round to the camera and gave a double thumbs up, and everyone in the CCTV room cheered. They’d got her at last!
‘Two one! Two one!’ someone began to sing and soon the football chant could be heard all over the station.
In the jubilation that followed, DCI Goode hammered more nails into Sylvie’s coffin by adding charges of possession of class A drugs with intent to supply, money laundering, and theft – of the illegal handgun itself.
‘We need all the weight we can get to stop some smart-arsed QC talking her out on bail,’ he remarked to Robin before disappearing off for a meeting with the Chief Constable. The gun, the brick-sized block of coke, and the fat wad of cash were taken to the evidence room under the watchful eye of DS Bolton and two uniformed sergeants and locked in securely. Of the star witness, all she and anyone else knew was that he was being held in a secret location.
Over the next two days and with infinite care the Ice Queen inquiry team dotted every ‘i’ and crossed every ‘t’. Then they checked, and re-checked, and checked again. Everyone was roped in to help, to her delight Robin being pulled off the Spreadsheets of Extreme Boredom to lend a hand.
‘This must be enough,’ she said to Keith Bolton after they’d gone through the witness statements for the hundredth time.
‘I bloody hope so, Tweets,’ he said, running a hand over his thinning hair. ‘But she’s a slippery cow and we know she’s got someone on the inside.’ Then he grinned, ‘but I think we’ve got her this time!’
With a ping the lift doors opened onto the CID floor and the Chief Constable, DCI Goode, and Lara Black stepped out. Robin’s pulse immediately began to hammer and she busied herself counting the exact number of pages in the bundle in front of her before writing a meaningless note on a post-it. She seemed to be able to tell exactly where Lara was standing even without looking, as if the molecules of air between them were passing on the message like a game of Chinese whispers. Then the Chief Inspector cleared his throat and she was forced to turn round to pretend to pay attention.
‘I would like to congratulate you all today on a job very well done,’ he boomed, his weaselly face for once looking pleased. ‘When I put DCI Goode onto this enquiry I knew he was the right man for the job…’ Robin tuned out the self-serving nonsense, her eyes drawn inexorably to the tall blonde figure standing demurely at his side. Lara was on full Valkyrie mode, a marble statue of calm, her beautiful mouth set in a slight smile. Vividly Robin had a flash back to the sea front car park and those lips hot and demanding and… she gulped. Then Lara looked straight at her and she knew the same thoughts were running through her brain too. She blinked, and realised a huge roar had erupted from the assembled coppers.
‘What’s going on?’ she asked Tony Parker, who was randomly standing next to her. He shot her a look that would have been incredulous if he’d been able to spell it.
‘Fuck’s up with you? Going deaf or something?’ His pudgy face split into a grin. ‘Old Mother Williams is standing us all a round down at the Winning Post.’
That explains it, she thought, fighting against the tide of excited bodies shoving their way towards their waiting pints. Craning her neck she kept trying to see whether Lara was still standing with the senior officers, but by the time Robin managed to break free of the crowds there was only Keith Bolton left. To her surprise he was putting his coat on. Next to him on a table sat a cardboard box filled with unmistakeable desk junk.
‘Ah Robin,’ he said, ‘glad I caught you.’
‘Aren’t you coming to the pub?’
He half grinned. ‘Nah, not this time, Tweets. Muriel’s waiting at home and I said she could expect me for tea. And as I’m cooking it I’d better get a move on.’
She felt a lump in her throat as she realised this was him really leaving. ‘So, what’s on the menu, then?’ she said, trying to keep it light.
‘Steak and chips. Can’t beat the classics, can you?’ Robin nodded, suddenly not trusting her voice. ‘Ey, steady on there, girlie. Can’t have the troops see you get all female and emotional.’
‘What troops?’ she waved at the empty CID room. ‘Everybody’s half way through their second pint by now.’
He shrugged, and then surprised her by giving her an enormous bear hug.
‘You’re a bloody good copper, Robin,’ he said in a choked voice, ‘and it’s been a pleasure working with you.’ He drew quickly back and picked up the box. ‘And for Christ’s sake will you please shag that woman, all the cow eyes you’ve been making at each other has made me sick.’
‘Oi!’ She thumped him on the shoulder. ‘Manners!’
As Bolton stumped off towards the lift she felt her spirits sink. Should she go on to the pub and join the others? They’d all be half drunk by now, she thought, and who would I speak to anyway? Lydia and Tomas? Snorting at the mere thought of it, she picked up her coat and bag and headed home.
Although, it’s not really home anymore, is it? she asked herself rhetorically as she drew up outside. Sue and Derek had already signed the contracts and their moving date was set, and as Robin let herself into the black and white hallway all she could see in each direction was a sea of cardboard boxes. She herself would have moved into her own new room a few days ago, but her landlady had asked her if she’d stay on until the removal men arrived – she and her fiancé having decamped to his flat to avoid all the mess.
‘I just don’t like the thought of it standing there empty with all our stuff in it,’ she’d pleaded, and Robin hadn’t had the heart to refuse her. At least this meant she had the place to herself. Immediately her thoughts flew to Lara and she checked her phone for a message, but there was nothing.
She’s just having to schmooze the Chief Constable, she said to herself, and rather her than me. That morning on the beach felt like a hundred years ago, and for the millionth time she wondered if the complete radio silence since then meant that Lara Black regretted her impulsiveness. Robin’s fingers hovered over the keyboard… should she send another message? But she knew there was a slippery slope between keen and tragic and so she put her phone back into her pocket and stomped upstairs.
A loud ringing sound wormed its way into her dream, punctuated by repeated pings. Blearily, Robin sat up in bed and frowned at her phone, which was buzzing and dancing across the floor next to her. It was three thirty nine, she saw, and as the screen ticked over to the forty she woke up enough to realise that the thumping and trilling was somebody banging on the front door downstairs and leaning on the bell.
Wide awake now and acutely aware that she was alone in the house, Robin ran down the stairs. Crossing the tiles of the hall in bare feet was another unwelcome shock, and she put her eye to the peephole at the same moment she snapped on the outside light. For a second she couldn’t work out what she was looking at, and then she realised that it was the rounded top of a regulation black felt hat. Then Lara Black straightened up and began hammering on the door with the flat of her hand.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ hissed Robin, flinging it open. Lara grinned and shoved her back inside.
‘What took you so long?’ she asked in turn, slamming the door and then slapping her hat down onto the hall table. Robin stared at her in amazement. Was she drunk? ‘I’ve been ringing for ages.’
‘I was asleep. It’s gone half three in the morning!’ Then: ‘Have you been in the pub all this time?’
Lara nodded. ‘Lock in.’ A devilish grin spread slowly across her face. ‘Do you always wear that to bed?’ Robin glanced down at her crumpled vest top and shorts and blushed. ‘It seems a bit, well, overkill.’
‘Look, I –‘ she didn’t get any further. In a swift movement Lara closed the space between them and shoved Robin hard against the wall. Her lips plunged down, and the younger woman was lost in a kiss so deep it left her gasping.
As they broke away, Lara cocked her head on one side and asked: ‘This ok with you?’ Robin tried to answer but a hand trailing achingly slowly down her body and then reaching round to squeeze her arse drove all words from her mind. The blonde smirked as she managed a nod, and then Lara’s mouth was on hers and her fingers were grasping through the thin material of the vest top.
Robin gave a twist and now it was Lara who had her back to the wall, making her grin ferociously. One by one, she unhooked the silver buttons from the dress uniform.
‘Oh God, I’ve wanted to do this from literally the first moment I saw you,’ she managed to say, her voice hoarse with desire as she slipped her fingers under the dark blue jacket and smoothed her palms across the white blouse beneath. Lara reached up and pulled the elastic out of Robin’s hair, grabbing handfuls to bring their mouths back together only to gasp as a hand worked its way under the hem of her skirt and along the smooth plane of her thigh.
‘Oh bloody hell,’ said Robin as she explored the silky skin, ‘you’re wearing stockings!’
‘I always wear stockings,’ smiled Lara, teasing an earlobe with her teeth. ‘Do you want to take them off me?’
Robin stepped back and pulled her up the stairs. ‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘you can keep them on, baby.’
Robin slowly swam upwards from exhaustion, gradually becoming aware of two things simultaneously: the sound of the shower running and the feeling of a delicious ache in various parts of her body. She rubbed her eyes and sat up. As if jolted loose by the movement, a vivid show-reel of images, sensations, and sounds flashed through her brain. Bloody hell, that was a night. It had been a long time since she’d done most of those things, and some of them she was sure she’d never done before at all. She threw a glance at the empty bed beside her and then at the closed en-suite door. Who knew that Lara Black was such an experienced sex goddess under that chilly exterior? Robin slumped happily back against the pillows and smirked to herself. Well, I’d had a guess, and that wasn’t even nearly right!
Not wanting to disturb her guest in the shower but busting for the loo Robin threw on a t-shirt and ran quickly to the bathroom on the floor below, and then carried on down to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. She was just placing two cups on a tray with a half-finished packet of biscuits for emergency energy when Lara stalked into the room. She was immaculate again, a vision in her crisp blue and silver uniform. Robin gaped. Ten minutes ago those clothes were strewn all over my bedroom floor, she thought, so how does she now look so fresh and pressed? And then: Oh, she’s leaving.
‘Is one of those for me?’ asked the woman, snagging a mug and swallowing half of the scalding brew in one gulp.
‘Got to go?’ asked Robin, trying not to sound disappointed. Don’t be needy!
Lara smiled and hooked her round the waist, drawing her close for a long kiss. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not the hit and run type.’ Her smile became a sexy grin. ‘And if it were left to me neither of us would be going anywhere today.’ Robin found herself beaming with relief. ‘But I really have to go.’ She stepped back, rummaging in the ugly regulation handbag that every female senior officer was saddled with. ‘You didn’t hear this from me but our star witness is going to be giving evidence against Dean this morning via video link, and apparently there have been some technical problems with the connection up at the safe house in Cliffside so I want to be on hand in case we need to change any arrangements.’
The younger woman blinked. She could barely remember anything about Sylvie Dean. With a jolt she realised that her world had focused and reset during the night, and the tall, beautiful form standing incongruously amidst the packing boxes in her landlady’s kitchen was now the start and the end of everything.
Lara, expecting an answer but not hearing one, looked up in surprise. ‘Are you alright? You look – strained.’
I just realised I am in love with you.
‘Um, no, sorry,’ she improvised quickly, ‘I was just remembering various different scenes from the last few hours.’ At least that explanation covers why I’ve gone so red.
A rich laugh greeted this comment and the moment passed. ‘Have fun with the memories, and once this is safely over we can get to work on making a whole lot more of them.’ She stepped in for one last brush of the lips and then was gone. 
From the hall Robin heard the door open and close, leaving her alone with the packing boxes, the empty house, and the frightening recognition that her heart was no longer her own to control.






Chapter 13

Walking into work that morning Robin had a very strange presentiment that something, somewhere, was very wrong. It was one of those annoying feelings that nag and nag at the back of your mind, and she could neither put her finger on what had triggered it nor shake it off.
Lack of sleep, low blood sugar, bombshell that I’m in love with my boss, she thought grimly, any of those might do it.
She grabbed a coffee and a bacon sandwich from the canteen to tackle the first two on her list; the third one she recognised that she was just going to have to learn to live with. Of Lara Black herself there was no sign, which was a relief in a way, as Robin wasn’t sure she would have been able to get her game face on – or certainly not convincingly enough to fool those blue laser beam eyes.
It also didn’t help that because Sylvie Dean was due in front of the magistrate that morning everyone in the station was like a cat on hot bricks with nerves. She walked past the corridor to the cells, where the force’s burliest and surliest had been lined up to escort the prisoner to the court, and noticed a new face behind the booking desk.
‘Where’s Mac?’ she asked.
The bloke looked up from puzzling over something on a clipboard and shrugged. ‘Phoned in sick, didn’t he?’
‘You don’t sound convinced.’
‘He said it was nerves, I say it was bollocks. But our boss said ‘Oh yes, Elvis, oh no, Elvis, oh do lie down and have the vapours, Elvis.’ And so here I am.’
Despite everything Robin had to suppress a smile. ‘Elvis?’
‘He loves Las Vegas, doesn’t he? All the gambling and that. Always been a betting man, has our Mac.’
Robin frowned. That was ringing a faint bell in her addled brain, but all thoughts of it were chased out by the appearance of DCI Goode, flanked by senior CID officers, to go and give their evidence. A ripple of half-hearted applause sounded, before petering to a stop as if the heavy atmosphere of tension had stamped it out.
On his way through the door Lionel Goode stopped, and turned to Robin.
‘Come on, then, Tweetie. What are you waiting for? Come and see the wheels of justice grinding exceeding small.’
‘Seriously?’ She couldn’t believe it, excitement driving everything else from her mind. Goode quirked a grin.
‘Seriously. Now get in the bloody car.’
This wasn’t her first visit to the Crown Court but the importance of today’s hearing cast a new significance over its Victorian frontage of stone columns and carved swags, topped with the usual statue of the blindfolded figure with the scales in her hand. A crowd had gathered, drawn by the dubious celebrity of a genuine (and glamorous) local gangster and Robin could see several Outside Broadcast vans parked up, their presenters hunting for the right angle to convey the excitement of the scene. She shivered. Despite the thrill of bringing Sylvie to book, she wasn’t in gaol yet.
‘We’ve got a good case, Sullivan,’ said Richardson, the replacement DS drafted in from a neighbouring force.
‘I hope it’s enough, Sarge,’ she said, and immediately wondered whether Keith Bolton, newly minted member of the civilian population, was watching the local news and wishing he was with them. She wished he had been here too, perhaps that would have allayed the anxiety she was feeling.
For the next half an hour there was no time to think, as she went through the familiar rigamarole of security and identity checks. Then she was filing into the courtroom, acutely aware that she and the other officers were being scrutinised by a hundred pairs of eyes, and before she’d even had a chance to sit down the bailiffs were calling that everyone should rise.
The magistrate was a harassed-looking man in his fifties, his face beet red as if he’d been running. Perhaps he doesn’t like all the attention either, she thought, but then Sylvie Dean stepped into the court, drawing all eyes and all thoughts like a magnet. She smiled regally at the assembled crowd and sat down on the accused’s battered wooden stool as if settling onto a throne. The nagging disquiet that had been clattering for attention in Robin’s brain all morning began to clamour more loudly.
She’s not worried. She’s not worried at all.
Something was horribly wrong.
At that moment the magistrate nodded to Sylvie’s barrister. ‘Mr Henderson, I believe you have a statement to put to the court concerning these charges.’
What? Robin glanced at Lionel Goode whose face had paled. Perhaps that was why the judge had been rushed and late: the fix had already gone in.
‘Don’t do it, don’t you do it,’ she could hear the inspector praying under his breath, but it made no difference. Grandly, and with a beautiful facsimile of candour, the man smiled from under his white wig, and began to demolish their case even before they’d presented it.
Ms Dean had been the victim of police harassment.
She had been nowhere near the murder scene.
Fifteen witnesses placed her at home at the time of Mr Barlow’s death.
The search of her home had been carried out illegally, as the warrant had not been filed properly.
And then, this was the kicker: the gun allegedly found during that search was inadmissible, and indeed could not now be located by the prosecution.
At the burst of outrage along the police bench that followed this statement the magistrate did stir himself to ask a question.
‘Is that correct?’ he enquired of the worried-looking CPS barrister. She straightened up from a whispered exchange with an underling and cleared her throat.
‘My lord, with the greatest respect this is an unorthodox start to these proceedings. The Crown had not been afforded the opportunity to lay its case before you…’
‘That is not my question to you, Ms Khan. Please tell the Court the location of the weapon which you have entered into evidence under number 652A.’
The woman swallowed and Robin could see sweat shining on her top lip. ‘I believe that piece of evidence has been temporarily misplaced, my lord.’
‘Temporarily misplaced? Until it is found then how can you state its loss is temporary?’
‘I believe it will be temporary, sir.’
Robin wanted to scream. These pointless legal joustings were just window-dressing, she could tell. Sylvie had knobbled the magistrate, lined up her lying witnesses, and made off with the evidence even before the rest of them had got up this morning. And there she was, watching the show she’d engineered with a huge smile on her lovely, wicked face.
Mr Henderson for the defence made an elegant bow to his colleague. ‘We sympathise with the Crown’s difficulties in this matter, my lord. However we believe this case was flawed from its inception and has been marred by gross negligence on the part of the police.’ He passed a bundle of documents to a clerk, who scuttled over and reached them up to the judge. ‘These papers clearly indicate a number of failings of procedure, including the mistakes in the filing of the search warrants.’
‘Fucking bastard,’ DCI Goode’s face was white and blotchy like a man on the verge of a heart attack. ‘That warrant was bloody water tight, we checked and triple checked it.’
Ms Khan, seeing her case slipping away, rallied. ‘My lord, the Crown requests that its eye witness to these terrible events be given the opportunity to give his evidence. Sir, a video link has already been set up to facilitate this.’ She indicated a large screen that had been wheeled into the back of the court room.
A rush of hope bloomed in Robin’s chest for a second, but then she saw a note being passed to the defence barrister.
‘My lord, I am given to understand that the witness has absented himself and is no longer in police custody. He is not available to give evidence, and clearly has no wish to do so.’
What?! DS Richardson took one look at his boss’ face and ducked out of the court, his phone tight to his ear.
‘Ms Khan?’ the judge’s voice was solemn and weighted with a decision already made.
‘We are enquiring, my lord.’
As the minutes ticked by Robin felt the atmosphere in the room slowly change from anticipation to suppressed jubilation. The viewing gallery was packed with sharp-suited young men who began to chatter excitedly and wave down at their boss, seated like an empress in the dock.
‘What the hell is happening?’ she whispered to the DCI.
‘It’s a stitch-up, Tweets, that’s what this is.’ Lionel Goode was sagging in his chair, all the fight gone. ‘She’s won. She’d won before we even got here.’
‘No! I can’t believe it! All the evidence, the witness…’
Richardson slid back into the row and shook his head grimly. ‘Gone,’ he said, ‘The CCTV equipment wasn’t working properly in his original safe house so he had to be moved to another location. On the way, there was some confusion – his original protective squad thought the new guys had him, but the new team thought he was with the first lot. It was only when they got to the new place they realised that he wasn’t with either of them. He was last seen getting into a dark blue saloon that looked identical to our normal pool cars. After that – nothing.’ He sat back and swore. ‘Poor bastard’s probably in a shallow grave somewhere by now.’
The enormity of the statement sat in the middle of the room, a huge lens that now distorted everything around it.
Everyone must have been watching their body language because there was an immediate rush of excited clamour that the magistrate had to bang his gavel to quieten.
‘Ms Khan, I see you have received news. Please share it with the court.’
‘Shitting hell,’ said the barrister under her breath. She rose to her feet and tried gamely for a sober tone. ‘My lord, I ask the court’s indulgence for an adjournment for the police to investigate the mysterious disappearance of their witness. I –‘ She didn’t get any further.
With a bang of the gavel the judge interrupted.
‘I fail to see that an adjournment would improve the case the Crown is presenting to the court. I reprimand the police for bringing this prosecution and for the paucity of evidence presented.’
‘My lord, we have been given no opportunity to put forward our evidence –‘
Another bang of the gavel.
‘I therefore dismiss this case and all charges against the defendant. Court dismissed.’
In the roar of jubiliation that followed Sylvie stood and waved at her friends in the gallery, and then grinned at the row of thunderous faces along the police bench. Seeing Robin, she winked, then blew her an exaggerated kiss.
‘Ciao, bella!’ she called, and then turned to shake hands with her barrister.
Robin scowled, and then - out of the corner of her eye  - she saw Lionel Goode frown, and then slowly turn to stare at her. A cold fist of fear coalesced in her chest and sank slowly into her stomach. Nobody would think she had anything to do with this, would they?
Would they?


During the silent ride back to the station she realised that, yes, they would. DS Richardson was sitting as far away from her on the back seat as it was possible to get, as if worried he’d be contaminated. DCI Goode had refused to even look at her, and now was hunched over his phone, texting furiously. Even the police driver had picked up on the atmosphere and was shooting dirty looks at her in the rear-view mirror.
I didn’t bloody do anything!

She wanted to shout and rant at them, but knew it wouldn’t do any good. Just like last time she’d been hung out to dry by Sylvie Dean – just for her own amusement, apparently – and just like last time she’d have to wait patiently to be exonerated. But maybe this time will be different, the nasty voice in her head whispered, maybe they’ll think that once is unlucky but twice looks like corruption. With a sharp stab of worry she suddenly pictured Lara Black being told what had happened, her beautiful face hardening into that terrifying Valkyrie.
She’ll believe me. Won’t she?
Pulling into the station she saw small knots of officers hanging around the entrance, just to see the drama unfolding. With Keith Bolton gone, she could pick out no friendly faces at all. In silence she and the others moved towards the lift up to the CID room, waiting endlessly for the indicator above the door to drop to zero. A couple of times she tried to speak to the DCI but his frozen glare made the words stick in her throat. Then finally the doors opened, revealing Lara Black standing inside.
‘Get the next one,’ she said to Lionel Goode, who looked startled but nodded. Then to Robin she said merely: ‘In.’
Robin had never seen her look so angry. Her mouth was set in a bitter line and her eyes were dead and cold. Shivering, she stepped into the lift. Lara paused long enough for the doors to shut but then she crossed the space in one furious stride and slapped the younger woman across the face.
‘You bitch!’ she seethed, jabbing a finger into Robin’s chest, ‘you fucking bitch! How dare you use me in your disgusting, corrupt game!’
Robin straightened up, her hand on her cheek, and tears stinging her eyes. ‘I haven’t  -‘
‘No!’ the woman almost spat with contempt, ‘don’t bother with your excuses. God knows I should never have fallen for them last time. I mean, Christ, how blatant have you been? All the late night texting, the flowers, the hook up at the club – how long have you and Dean been planning this, eh? Since you came to the city? Before?’
Anger flooded into Robin, momentarily displacing the horror and the grief. ‘I don’t fucking know Sylvie Dean, can’t you bloody understand that?’
Lara stood back, a vicious sneer on her face. ‘Oh I understand perfectly. You went out of your way to get me to notice you, get me to pay you attention. All those long looks and lonely sighs, and then you milk me for information, which you pass straight back to her.’ At the word, the discordant note of jealousy sounded under all her anger. ‘And now you’ve got her off the hook. Congratulations. She’ll be very pleased.’ She stepped nearer again and with a sharp pain Robin could smell her perfume, ‘But she won’t visit you in Holloway, you do know that, right? She’ll throw you over like that –‘ she snapped her fingers – ‘now you’re no use to her. And you’ll be facing twenty five years for corruption in public office, conspiracy, murder, all for fucking nothing.’
With an incongruous ping the lift opened on one of the lower floors and a woman with her arms full of photocopying made to step inside.
‘No.’ said Lara Black shortly, stabbing the close door button and choosing another floor at random. Slowly the lift began to descend again.
Robin bit her lip but couldn’t stop her tears. Lara hated her, it was so clear, so terrible, like a great wedge of ice driven down between them. ‘I don’t know Sylvie Dean. I am not the mole. I have not given her any information or anything else. The only woman I’ve been interested in since I came to this bloody place is you. I love you. Think what you want, do what you want, you can’t change that.’
She slumped back against the wall, and looked at the floor. In the silence that followed she heard Lara’s unsteady breathing and the whirr of the CCTV camera in the corner as it tracked between them. It was all over now, and Robin found she didn’t really care what happened to her. Lara hated her, disbelieved her, had slapped her in her anger and rage. Bitterly she felt a useless surge of anguish that the woman she loved should be so hurt and she not be able to make the pain go away.
The camera moved again. Bloody pervs are probably getting off on this downstairs in the control centre, she thought. And then her tired brain joined the dots and presented her with the answer, clear and obvious. She caught her breath. Jesus, how did I not put that together?
Judging she had about thirty seconds before the lift ponderously finished its journey she stepped quickly past Lara Black and turned around. She was now standing under the camera, which could therefore no longer see her. Lara opened her mouth to say something but stopped when she saw the look in Robin’s eyes.
‘Shut up and listen. I know how the mole has been getting the information, I’ve just worked it out.’ The woman went to speak but Robin didn’t let her. ‘Fucking shut up! It’s the CCTV in the lifts, you and the Chief Constable and everyone else have got so paranoid you’ve been using the lift for confidential meetings. Someone has been watching you on CCTV and reading your lips. That is how Sylvie Dean has known everything before it happened. Not. From. Me.’
For a second she thought that even now Lara wouldn’t listen, but she was fundamentally too good a copper for that. She watched as she put it all together, her eyes narrowing at Robin and then flicking instantaneously up at the camera, sitting benignly in its corner above their heads.
‘Who?’ she asked. A faint light of hope could almost be seen on her face, but then was snatched away. ‘Who was it if not you?’
The lift stopped and the doors opened. Robin stepped backwards out onto the garage floor at the same time as reaching across and selecting Roof. Lara reacted like a cat but it was too late, the doors were closing, reducing her outraged, furious, anguished face to a sliver and then to nothing. In its place Robin could see herself reflected smudgily in the battered metal of the doors.
Under her breath she said, ‘It was Elvis. And I’m going to prove it.’




Chapter 14

She knew she didn’t have a moment to waste, so turned at once and strode out of the garage and back to her car. Why didn’t I put this together before? She asked herself bitterly, jumping into the driver’s seat and slamming the door. Because I was distracted by a tall blonde, she answered herself. The car spluttered, and she thumped the dashboard to get rid of the warning light, but this time it didn’t go out. Again and again she twisted the key but the engine didn’t turn over. The mystery fault, whatever the hell it was, had finally killed it.
‘Shit!’
She looked into the rear view mirror and saw an unmarked car pulling into the garage. In a second she was out of the door and marching over. Tony Parker was standing up from the driving seat, letting rip to a huge and savoury fart.
‘That’s better,’ he announced to his pal, Lenny, who was getting out and sniggering. ‘Hello, hello, Sullivan, what do you want?’
The two men half smiled to themselves, moving around the battered saloon to try and intercept her – which would have worked if she’d been on her way to the lift, as they thought. But she wasn’t. In a blink she’d crossed behind the car and jumped behind the wheel.
‘Oi!’
She gunned the engine and plastered a fake grin on her face. ‘Thanks for the car, chaps.’ Then she shot past them and out of the garage before they had a chance to move. She pulled out into the traffic and turned instinctively right towards the meaner end of town. At the same time she speed dialled her phone and crossed her fingers that she’d get an answer.
‘Hullo?’ the gravelly voice of Keith Bolton was such a relief to hear that she found herself almost in tears.
‘Keith, it’s me.’
‘Tweets! What’s this I heard on the radio about the trial –‘
‘Never mind that now. I need some information, urgently.’
He stopped talking instantly, God bless him. ‘What is it?’
‘Where does Mac Mackenzie live? I know you know, you put him in a taxi after the Christmas party.’ She could feel Bolton’s well-honed detective’s suspicion crackling down the phone line. ‘Please, Keith, trust me.’
Please let somebody trust me.
‘Balvernie Grove, just off the Wellington Road. Number 86, I think. Can’t remember the flat number. Bit of a shit hole.’ Then: ‘What’s going on, Robin?’
She swung the wheel and cut across a junction just as the lights were changing. It shouldn’t take her too long to get up to Wellington Road. And with a bit of luck Mac ‘Elvis’ Mackenzie would have been waiting for Sylvie to get out of court before demanding his final pay off. It was a long shot, but the only one she had.
‘Tweets?’
She realised she hadn’t answered. ‘Sorry. I know who the mole is. Can I ask another favour?’
‘Course.’
‘Can you ring the DCI and tell him…’
‘Why don’t you tell him?’
‘It’s a long story. But this is the message: the mole is Mac Mackenzie. I think he’s in hoc to Sylvie Dean for gambling debts – he was getting Gary Greenway to place bets for him because he’s barred from the bookies -  and this is how he’s been paying her off. He’s been the one feeding her information, first about the shipment of guns and then about the whole Ice Queen operation. He’s got it by lipreading the confidential conversations around the station, in the lift, and in other places, that he’s been watching on CCTV.’ Another penny dropped. ‘And he probably rigged the CCTV in our witness’ safe house to stop working this morning, meaning he’d have to be moved.’
There was a long silence. Then Bolton snarled: ‘That bastard!’ and she almost smiled. ‘You need to tell Lionel this yourself, girl, where are you?’
With a pang she realised she couldn’t say. ‘Just tell him that I’m trying to make things right, ok?’
‘Tweetie – whatever you’re…’ she hung up, and switched the phone off.
She sat at the lights, waiting to turn into the maze of streets cocooning Wellington Road, and tried not to cry. She gripped the steering wheel tightly to stop her hands from shaking and took deep breaths. Speaking to Keith Bolton had made her feel, just for a minute, that she wasn’t alone, that somebody else might help sort this mess out. But she knew that was just an illusion; it was down to her and if she couldn’t prove that Mackenzie was the guilty party then everything was over: her career, her life, and any chance she might once have had at a relationship with Lara Black. A dark blue sedan pulled out from an opposite street and crossed in front of her as she sat brooding, and it took a nanosecond for her to realise that Mac had been driving.
‘Bloody hell!’ The lights went green and she floored the accelerator, shoving across the traffic to the blare of horns, and then shooting down the side street after him. If I’ve lost him now… but no, there he was, driving with implausible sedateness. She hung back, watching his indicator light blinking before he turned into the only light industrial area in this whole part of town. It was only half used, a tangle of big box stores and empty warehouses, most of it abandoned to some forgotten recession - just the place to meet a crime boss who owes you money.
Robin thumbed her phone on and ignored its immediate burst of message alerts. She pulled into the kerb for a moment, calling up Google Maps and getting a bird’s eye view of the area, hoping she could see an alternative way in. Mac was going to be jumpy enough without following him down the road he’d just taken. And yes! She spun the wheel and raced along two more blocks before swinging into the car park of a big crafting store. Ignoring the shop itself she shot behind the building, round a couple of turns, and then found herself in a little gravelled area facing a wilderness of buddleia and brambles. Parked askew in front of her was Mackenzie’s Ford, its boot not completely closed.
She took a deep breath to try and calm her nerves. If I could only record this, she thought. And then kicked herself. She was driving an unmarked car, wasn’t she? She flicked on the hidden dash cam (hoping that Tony Parker’s abominable driving hadn’t knackered it) and angled the car so it was facing towards Mac’s vehicle. No matter what happened to her now this would save to a hard drive and then upload itself to a secure storage file.
Cautiously, she opened her door. On the breeze she could hear voices, indistinct, but definitely a man and a woman’s. With a cold thump of her heart she realised that Sylvie Dean was already here. In her hand, her phone buzzed again. It was Lara. On impulse, she answered.
‘Robin!’ the woman’s voice broke with relief. ‘Where are you? Keith Bolton –‘
‘Be quiet, I’m at the scene now. Dean and Mackenzie are both here.’
‘Oh God, Robin, don’t do anything stupid, wait for back up! Where are you?’
She quickly sent a message with her location. Ignoring the muffled sound of Lara continuing to speak she picked up a discarded lolly stick to push up the boot lid of Mac's car. Inside lay an empty water bottle full of yellowish liquid, and strips of duct tape that looked like they’d been wound around something. She stepped to one side so the camera in her own car would pick this all up.
‘I think he’s had the witness in the boot of his car all the time. He’ll be handing him over now.’ She bit her lip. And Sylvie didn’t like witnesses. She’d be keen to tidy up this lose end herself, now. Gradually she tuned back into the voice at the end of the phone.
‘Robin! Robin! You’ve done enough, do you hear me? We’ve sent someone to Mackenzie’s flat and he’s cleared out, taken his passport and everything. We know he’s running. We believe you.’ Her voice trembled. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you before.’
She felt remote, detached. ‘That’s ok. I’ve got to go now. I’m going to record this and get it to automatically upload to the cloud. I’ll send you the link.’ Before Lara could work out what she was going to do she hung up. Automatically her fingers pushed buttons, and she shoved her phone into the top pocket of her jacket where she hoped it would go unnoticed. Then she pushed apart the tall green fronds in front of her, and stepped out into the wasteland beyond.




Chapter 15

Two hundred yards away a small group of people were standing, oblivious to her approach. In the centre was Sylvie Dean, tall, beautiful, dressed as she had been in court only that morning. Beside her was Connor, her faithful side-kick, who normally would have spotted someone approaching from a mile away but who, like his boss, was fixated on the two men in front of them. One, Robin could see, was Mac Mackenzie, his face livid with high emotion. The other, kneeling on the ground, hands taped up, was their missing witness, Dr Miran Khalil. A gun, held in Mac’s trembling hand, was pressed to the man’s head.
As she neared, their conversation drifted clearly over. Sylvie sounded reasonable, and slightly bored. ‘If you want to shoot him, then do it. I’m not going to stop you.’
The policeman’s voice was a shriek. ‘I want what you owe me first. You know you owe me! Everything I’ve done for you!’
‘Everything you did for yourself, you mean,’ she pointed out. ‘I didn’t ask you to gamble more than you could afford, did I?’ She turned to Connor. ‘You men are so emotionally volatile, do you know that?’ Her words tailed off as she saw Robin stepping over the broken ground towards them. ‘Well, well, well! A rose amongst thorns!’
Connor jumped guiltily, and raised the pistol that Robin now saw he’d been holding in his left hand the whole time.
‘Don’t move!’ he shouted.
Sylvie sighed. ‘See what I mean? So emotional.’ She smiled a slow, assessing smile at the woman and looked her up and down. ‘You look like you’ve been having quite the day of it, eh? Let me sort this out and then we can go somewhere and relax, hmm?’
‘Jesus Christ!’ Mac jumped like a trapped rat, his eyes shooting all around the open space. Huge circles of sweat stained his shirt and his face was blotchy with terror. ‘Where are the others? Are there snipers?’ He pulled the gun away from Khalil’s head and threw it onto the ground, then stepped back and put his hands on his head. ‘I surrender! I surrender!’
With shaking fingers, Robin pulled her warrant card from her pocket and held it up. ‘Connor Reed, Sylvie Dean, Richard Mackenzie, you are all under arrest on the charge of perverting the course of justice. Anything you say will…’
‘Oh Christ, you’re such a fucking bore,’ said Sylvie and shot Mac in the forehead. 
The man dropped like a stone. The reverberation of the shot bounced dispassionately between the abandoned buildings all around them, and from a clump of bushes a few hundred metres away a  flock of sparrows took to the air in fright. Robin felt her pulse hammering with shock. The witness groaned and crouched even lower to the ground.
‘Well, now that’s over.’ Sylvie smiled. ‘He was getting really annoying. But he has been useful, so that’s something. Now, are you going to be useful?’ Distantly, the wail of sirens came to them on the air. A faint frown creased the woman’s flawless face.
‘You know I have to take you in, Sylvie. It’s over.’
‘Oh, don’t be stupid. Of course you’re not taking me in. Bloody hell, I’ve only just got out of that miserable excuse for a gaol. I’ve been in sex dungeons with more atmosphere.’
The sirens were much louder now, probably racing down Wellington Road, Robin calculated. She looked at Connor. His eyes were widening and he kept nervously looking between his boss and another small side road where she could see their car was parked.
‘Maybe we ought to go, Miss Dean,’ he offered.
She scowled. ‘Grow a pair, Connor, there’s a love.’ She turned to the man kneeling in front of her, and Robin could see streaks of tears down his face. ‘I just need to sort this out first.’
‘No!’ with a yell, Robin dived at Sylvie as the woman raised her arm to take aim. She grabbed the smooth wrist and shoved it skywards, then the gun went off with a sickening boom which silenced everything and left only a faint ringing sound behind it. In dumbshow Robin saw the elegant figure stumble to one knee, a vicious snarl distorting her face, and then she felt a huge push of energy that sent her flying and falling. With a thump she hit the ground and her hearing snapped back on, and with the smell of cordite hanging in the air she looked down and saw a dark red blossom spreading across her chest.
Sylvie climbed to her feet like something climbing out of Hell. The knee of her trousers was torn and a bramble had left a long scratch on her neck. For a second she just stood there, silent and awful, and then she turned to Connor who was staring at Robin’s sprawled figure, his gun trembling in his hand.
‘Did I ask you to do that? No, I fucking didn’t!’
‘She was attacking you, Miss Dean! I –‘ He stopped and paled.
Sylvie’s face was nightmarish.
‘I was going to play with that and now it’s broken!’ She shot him in the chest, then again, and again, the gunshots punctuating her words. ‘Don’t. Break. My. Toys.’
Lying in the weeds, Robin stared up at the chasing grey sky and realised she was having difficulty breathing.  Panic began to wash in, and then she saw the woman move over to look down at her. All her beauty had gone now, the smiles and the winks and the coquettish glances. Instead the face that stared down was blank, a mask worn by a creature for whom death was just an amusement. Through the fog of pain and the knowledge that she was probably dying Robin still felt a stab of pure fear. And then there was another bang, and Sylvie was gone.
After a second, Khalil’s face leaned over her. ‘I had to shoot her,’ he whispered, ‘God help me, but she was going to kill you.’ He placed his taped hands over the wound in her chest and hesitated. ‘This is going to hurt, but it will save your life. Trust me, I’m a doctor.’ He pushed down, and the agony swallowed Robin whole.




Epilogue

Robin smiled at the guests as they left the restaurant and moved off into Melbourne’s network of covered arcades. Another honeymooning couple, she thought, and hopefully another good review. She walked back towards the bar, collecting glasses from the simple wooden tables and straightening menus as she went, smiling at the scattering of customers making the most of the quaint atmosphere before heading back out for another afternoon of expensive shopping.
A tall blonde woman at a far table caught her eye. Without noticing, her hand began rubbing the scar that spread across her stomach, a souvenir from that last year in England. How dreamlike it all seemed now: impossibly beautiful Sylvie Dean, rotten to the heart, corrupt Mac Mackenzie, grizzly Keith Bolton. And Lara Black. Her breath caught at the thought of the woman who had broken her heart.
Robin walked slowly towards the woman at the table, who looked up at smiled.
‘Could I get another glass of white wine, please, waitress?’ Her blue eyes dazzled with amusement.
‘Get it yourself,’ replied Robin, leaning down to give her wife a soft kiss on the lips. ‘And I’ll have you know I’m the owner of this place.’
Lara laughed. ‘Joint owner, you mean. Don’t forget us backroom people,’ she gestured at the sheet of accounts she’d been working on.
Robin smiled. ‘You get more beautiful every day. I could never forget you.’
The other woman took her hand. ‘Well luckily, you never have to,’ she said.
The End
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