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Prologue

Danielle Crosby was very pretty, there was no doubt about that, but she wasn’t exactly beautiful. This was mainly because of her constant frown. It was a habit that she had acquired as a child and now it was part of her make-up. She looked miserable, and she was miserable. It was just her nature.

Her mother always said she looked like the orphan of the storm and, as a kid, thanks to her mother’s laziness, she certainly looked the part. Her nickname at school had been ‘Scruff-bag’, and even she had accepted the truth of it. Like most truths, it had hurt.

Fortunately, her attitude didn’t interfere with her chosen occupation. Men, she found, were not too bothered about how she felt inside, they were more interested in how she looked on the outside. She had a body to die for, as her mother had often remarked to her during her short sojourns from the care system. She had learned at an early age how to fight off men, and distract other women. Along with the drinking and the drug-taking, she was pretty much immune to most things these days. She felt she had already lived a lifetime by most people’s standards.

Now, at nineteen, she was a professional, and though she might not enjoy the actuality of her job, she loved the money, so it worked out quite well for her.

As she applied more deep-red lipstick, and touched up her Bobbi Brown blusher, she was more than satisfied with her appearance. Her hair was long and thick, a deep auburn with natural red highlights, and her wide-spaced blue eyes gave her an exotic appeal that the older men seemed to go for. Her skin wasn’t that good, but a thick coating of expensive foundation soon put paid to that. She made the best of what God had given her, and she used it to further her career.

She rearranged her heavy breasts, showing them off to their full advantage which, in her case, meant spilling out of a tight top, and stepped back to appraise her handiwork.

She was pleased, though you would not have known that: as per usual she looked dissatisfied, completely unaffected by her own appearance. But she knew her own value, knew what she was worth down to the last penny, even if she did end up giving over most of her take to her boyfriend Jimmy. Though  she was pleased with her appearance, she still looked like she had the weight of the world on her slim shoulders. In many ways, her demeanour actually worked in her favour because it allowed her to do her job without too much thought, and without any kind of real involvement, the main prerequisites for anyone who sold their assets to the highest bidder. Sex meant nothing to her, the men she engaged with were beneath her radar, she just wanted to earn her wedge, no more and no less. She fucked them, sucked them, and forgot about them.

 

Danielle heard the doorbell go and sighed, she knew she had to play the game as usual. Slipping on her impossibly  high heels she walked awkwardly from the room and answered the front door, secure in the knowledge that her legs and her cleavage would more than compensate for her lack of joviality, personality or interest in the person she was about to meet. Sad bastards with a few quid and the determination to get laid. She hated them all.

 

Retired DCI Kate Burrows was smiling as she walked into Grantley Police Station. She loved coming back here, relished the feel of working again. It was supposed to be only two days a week, but she liked the fact she was keeping her hand in, that she was still making a small difference to the world. And in truth she usually worked much more.

‘Hiya, Kate.’ Annie Carr was genuinely pleased to see her. Despite the difference in their ages, as the only other female DCI she had forged a close friendship with Kate and often turned to her for advice. Though Kate was now only part-time, she still had a lot of sway where her colleagues were concerned, not least because she had up and taken notorious hardened criminal Patrick Kelly into her bed and, more surprisingly, kept the bugger there even though they had never married, but also because she had worked two of the most high-profile murder cases in living memory, as well as breaking the biggest ever paedophile ring in the South East. Kate had her creds and she knew it, she was also aware of the fact that she was kept on because she had a working knowledge of everyone and everything in her orbit. It was her nature, and it was why she had always been so good at her job. The grey that now salted her brown hair, and the wise look in her eyes were visual testament to her experience.

Kate came in twice a week in an advisory capacity. She  helped out in any way she was needed. This could be anything from giving her opinion on pending cases to clearing a pile of filing. She wasn’t proud in that respect. There was so much paperwork involved with the job nowadays it was a wonder any of them had the time to get out and investigate actual crimes. It amazed and disturbed Kate that old-style policing was fast becoming obsolete.

Kate knew that, in many respects, she was considered a dinosaur as most police work was now done on a computer. Personally, she thought that was half the problem, but she was shrewd enough to keep her opinion to herself. After all, she just liked to keep her hand in.

‘Hiya. I’m bloody freezing, shall I put the kettle on?’

Annie could never really understand how Kate was so normal. She was a legend in her own lunchtime, yet she never acted the big I am, and that was why she was so well loved. A few of the men in the station may have had a problem with her success, but they were not worth the proverbial wank, and she knew Kate didn’t let them bother her. But Annie was aware that Kate missed the daily grind, and she also knew that only someone who felt the same way could really understand the attraction a dump like Grantley Police Station could hold. She felt it, and she knew that Kate understood that, it was why they got on so well.

‘Sit down, Kate, I’ll get the coffee. It’s so quiet here I feel like a spare part.’

Kate grinned. ‘Don’t knock it, Annie. One thing I’ll give Grantley, when it does finally kick off, it kicks off big time. I can vouch for that.’

 

They both laughed. Grantley had been without any real crime for so long no one in the force thought it would  change at any time in the near future. It was a nice place to live, people came there because of that, and no one wanted it to change. It had the usual bit of vandalism of a weekend, and the usual domestics. A pub might go off occasionally after a football match, and burglary was not unheard of. But in the grand scheme of things, Grantley seemed these days to be immune to the greater sins of the world. In recent years it had fallen into a time warp of prosaic normality.

‘Oh, that reminds me, Kate, it’s the memorial service on Friday for Alec Salter. His wife Miriam will expect us all there.’

 

Kate nodded. She had expected to hear about that at some point. She sighed heavily. ‘I really don’t think I can face it. How is she? They were so close those two, a bit too close if you ask me. Is she coming back to work then? She’ll find it hard without him. And they had all that church stuff together as well.’

Annie nodded and tossing back her short blond hair she said in a whisper, ‘God forgive me, Kate, but she is so bloody boring. I know I sound like a bitch but she’s such hard work.’

Kate knew how she felt, but she was also aware that it was the Miriams of the world who made their jobs easier.

‘You’re preaching to the converted but, in fairness, she is good at what she does. God knows why, but she really seems to be loved by the people she helps. Though in all honesty if I was a victim of a crime, she’s the last person I would want hanging round.’

Annie loved that Kate would say that to her; everyone else spoke about Miriam in hushed tones. It was awful she had lost her husband, but there was no getting away from the fact she was bloody difficult to be around.

‘I do feel bad about finding her so dull, but I can’t seem to help myself.’

Kate grinned. ‘Look, Annie, if someone’s burgled your house, or mugged you, Victim Support is just what you need, but I know what you’re saying, she’s not exactly a live wire as such. She’s lost her husband, and she’s a part of the team, so I’m afraid we’ll just have to be nice to her. God love her, she means well.’

Annie rolled her eyes in annoyance. ‘Which is more than you can say for me, Kate! She drives me up the wall. The trouble is she’s such a holy Joe, I feel like she is judging me all the time, don’t you?’

‘That’s because she is, love. She has never really liked me because of Patrick. She is incapable of seeing the big picture.’

Annie grinned. ‘Why do you think she gives me the evil eye then?’

Kate shook her head in mock despair. ‘I think it’s because you’re a loner. You’re only in your thirties but you’re married to your job already. I understand that, I was like you, still am in some respects. That’s why I keep on coming in here. Whereas she’s like a lot of women. She defined herself and her life by her husband. He was everything to her, and she was everything to him. Women like us are beyond her comprehension, she thinks we are a pair of sad old bags. She wouldn’t put it like that though, she’s too nice. Now she’s been widowed she’s going to have to join the real world, and that will be hard for her.’

 

Annie nodded in agreement. ‘She still gets on my tits.’

‘Well, get over it. She is a civilian worker who somehow clears up the mess after a crime has been committed. She also takes the onus off us so we can get on with our job.’

They both laughed, conspirators together. They would never have said any of that to an outsider. Victim Support had become a big part of the job nowadays, whereas they both believed that it was more important to catch the villains responsible. So do-gooders like Miriam were worth the aggro because they left the police free to do their job.

Kate was aware that her presence was a boon to Annie and the other detectives, she was able to override the new practices and she didn’t have to bow down to anyone. She was there to give her valued opinion and let them make use of her expertise. But it was laughable really, how much the times had changed. She hated that police work was now more about keeping the public happy, and less about actually catching criminals. She hated that the criminals they collared had more rights than they could deal with. She hated that they were treated with kid gloves. She saw how difficult it was for anyone in the service to do their job without worrying if they were going to be accused of all sorts. Criminals were being treated like fucking visiting royalty - the politically correct brigade had seen to that. Kate believed in being fair and working within the law. But that was all out the window now. Annie was like her, she just wanted to do her job. It was not easy any more. People watched too much TV, knew too much about the system, demanded far too much from the police, and they expected it far too quickly. The trust was gone. The papers and the news channels had seen to that. It was like working in a vacuum. Despite everything, Kate still loved it, still needed it. She was not young any more, she had fought long and hard to become a name, a Face, in her world. And she had had to work harder, and longer, than her male counterparts to earn her promotion.  She had always been proud of that, proud that she had been better than all the men around her, and yet it felt as if it had all been for nothing.

Annie and her ilk were put into the job because they were women, and consequently they had to prove themselves worthy of their promotions rather than having earned them first. It was all arse up, and let’s see how we can look good to the world. Certain people were given key jobs, key promotions, for all the wrong reasons.

It was hard for Kate to admit it, but she actually felt that the old days, when women had to really graft to get forward, had been better for the women involved. At least then you knew you were there because you could do the job. Not because the powers that be had to fulfil a quota. Or they were frightened you would take them to a tribunal. It was hard then to even get someone to listen to your complaints, let alone do something about them. Kate loved the law, she felt the need to see people get justice, to see them get some kind of redress when they were wronged. Kate knew that it was when people were suddenly made victims, were stripped of their decency, left feeling vulnerable and frightened that they needed the law most. It was then that they needed to feel there was something bigger than them, something stronger than them.

Annie was like Kate in her heyday, and she loved her for that. She was a good policewoman. Annie also respected experience, and she was not only open to Kate’s advice, she was also willing to absorb anything that Kate could tell her about her own experiences, she wanted to know everything and anything that could help her to achieve her goals. Kate valued her interest, needed it in many ways, she was so  grateful that Annie wanted her and her expertise, it was an honour to be a part of Annie Carr’s career. She knew that this woman would really make her mark. She would go far, but she would be lucky enough to achieve her success at a younger, more impressive age. She was not as naive as Kate had been. She was really on the ball. She was aware of just how corrupt and how dangerous the world was for a female in the police force. She also knew the pitfalls and the benefits available to anyone with the brains to sit it out.

Kate felt as if she continued to be in the loop, was still needed and, for someone like her, whose job had been such a big part of her life, had defined who she was, that was seriously important in itself. Annie Carr was her protégée, and Kate would personally make sure that she was given all the help she needed to reach the top of her game.

 

Patrick Kelly was tired out, and it was annoying him. He knew he wasn’t in the first flush of youth but, all the same, he wasn’t in his dotage. Things had been quiet recently. He still kept his hand in with his businesses but they were more or less legitimate these days. He’d pretty much handed the reins over to younger men since his friend Willy Gabney had died. The truth was he was bored. He knew he needed an outlet. Like Kate, he needed to be doing something. Something new. The trouble was, he didn’t know what that something might be.

He poured himself a large Scotch, though he knew it was far too early and, as he sipped it, he looked around him. He had a beautiful home, but in reality, he didn’t really see it any more. He didn’t care about it now, didn’t feel any pride or satisfaction in it. He just lived there and, as much as he loved  being so settled, enjoyed his home being a refuge, he had not really looked at it for a long time. Now that he was looking he saw it as if for the first time. It was lovely, he knew it was something that most people would be proud of. Most people would see it as an achievement, as something they could regard as the pinnacle of their success. But Pat just saw it as a nice drum, and as his home with Kate. Nothing more. But she had put her mark on it, and he was glad about that much. She was a fucker for photos, they were everywhere, and though he pretended indifference, he loved them really. He saw his daughter in all her splendour, her short life was anywhere he cared to look. She was smiling, and she looked happy, she was happy. She had been very happy.

That was something he could now accept and enjoy, even though he missed her with every fibre of his being. Mandy had been his world, and her death had proved to him that no one was immune to heartache. It didn’t matter how much money you had, or how much you were respected and revered. Shit could land on you from a great height at any time, especially when you least expected it. It had not been the first time life had seen fit to piss all over him, and he had a feeling it would not be the last. But he had found his Kate, and for that he would always be grateful.

Patrick could see himself in one of the photos, his arm around Kate, his smile genuine and his grief finally contained. She had made a home for them both, and he recognised he was a lucky man because of that. He knew he was looking a bit battered around the edges, his hair was greyer than he liked to believe, and his clothes were a bit too snug, but he also knew he was basically content, and that was because of Kate.

So many of his contemporaries were still out on the pull, having new families who were even younger than their grandchildren, but Patrick hadn’t felt that urge. He knew they were chasing something they would never regain, no matter how many young birds they fucked. Kids were everything, but they had to be produced by the right woman. They had to be there because they were wanted. Not to prove a point.

It was sad to see old men chasing the strange, something they only did to show they were still worth a pull, to prove to themselves they were still in the game. All they seemed to prove was that they were silly old fuckers who ended up with another load of kids they would be lucky to see grow to adulthood. He didn’t want any of that, he had been blessed with his daughter, and he would never, ever attempt to replace her. Mandy was gone, and he had accepted that fact, finally and irrevocably. It had been hard, but eventually it had also been a natural step. After all, he knew he couldn’t grieve for ever. Life, such as it was, went on.

Pat saw himself as finally settled, and though Kate could make him seriously consider bashing her brains in at times, he couldn’t ever harm her. Her brains were what kept them together. She was so bright, so fucking opinionated. She kept him on his toes, and that was more to him than all the little birds, and all the little babies, put together. He didn’t want a new family, he didn’t want to replace his girl. He wanted his Kate, even though she was still a straight-laced mare at times, and she was getting a bit long in the tooth. But that didn’t mean he didn’t want her, didn’t love her.

 

He respected her too much, and that was the mainstay of  their relationship. They may never have found the time to actually tie the knot but Kate had been his lifesaver. Her opinion of him was all he really cared about if he was honest. Because he loved her, really cared for her. He still looked, and lately he had felt a great urge for the younger body, its fullness, softness, but it was not because he thought any less of Kate. It was because he was a man and he yearned sometimes for the feel of youth.

Patrick sometimes craved the faceless fuck, the use of a girl without the emotional ties. He had taken a flier now and again over the years, and it had made him feel young again. It made him feel virile, made him feel as if he still had it. That he still had the power to attract a good-looking girl. He had also admitted to himself that it was his money, his position in the world, that had been the real attraction. He knew this made him like the men he despised. But still he wanted the fuck, nothing more. He knew it was wrong, knew that he would be jeopardising all he had with Kate.

Not that it had stopped him from doing what he wanted, of course. He felt he needed it at times. He loved that he didn’t have to do anything, talk, cajole, or care about it. He was once more feeling the urge, and yet again he was justifying his reasons for doing what he wanted. He wasn’t proud of himself, but he wasn’t that bothered about it either.

 

He picked up the phone on its third ring. ‘Hello, Peter, long time no hear.’ He was genuinely pleased to hear from his old mate. And Peter Bates was an old mate and a longtime business partner. ‘What can I do you for?’ Patrick’s voice was loaded with friendliness, but as he listened to his friend talk his easy smile disappeared.

‘You are fucking joking? Tell me you are having a laugh, Pete.’

 

Peter’s voice sounded as gutted as he felt. ‘I wish I fucking was, Pat. It’s the truth and, as I have never been what might be termed a comedian, I resent you questioning my interpretation of the said events.’

Patrick sighed, and knowing that Peter Bates was renowned not just for his lack of humour, but also for his penchant for stating the obvious, he swallowed the retort that came immediately to his lips and instead said quietly, ‘Well, it’s your fucking problem, isn’t it? I didn’t know what you were doing behind my back, so you had better fucking sort it yourself. What the fuck do you expect me to do?’

 

Peter Bates was annoyed. Never one to hide his feelings, he got off the phone as soon as he could without causing offence and bellowed at his latest conquest, a twenty-five-year-old lap dancer who was not only younger than his daughter, but had also been her best friend. ‘Turn the fucking telly down! It’s like living in a fucking cinema! How many times do I have to repeat myself?’

Veronica Lamper looked at him with open disdain as she clicked off the TV. She was a lot of things, but she wasn’t a fool. He was weighing out big time, and because of that she was prepared to overlook a tantrum or two. It still annoyed her, especially as she knew she was a keeper. She could have anyone she wanted. But he was a stepping stone. She would produce a child, and he would be fucked for the rest of his days. The government would see to that, but she knew he would see her all right because he was decent enough in his own way. He was also loaded, he would have to be. If he  wasn’t, she wouldn’t fucking be there in the first place.

‘All right, Pete, keep your hair on! What the fuck is wrong with you?’

But he didn’t answer her, instead he stormed from the room and, shaking her head in annoyance, Veronica put the telly back on. She loved Deal or No Deal, and she settled back down to watch it in relative peace and quiet. Peter was one lairy ponce, and he was also old enough to be her father, but when the fancy took him, he was generous to a fault. It was much easier to overlook his shortcomings and concentrate on his good points.

He was caked up with money and that was enough for her. After all, she was hardly there because of his sparkling personality. He was a lousy shag and all; he was well past his prime and he was a bit too quick off the mark. But he was part of her game plan. A girl had to look out for herself and she was determined to do just that.

She settled back to watch her programme, she liked Noel Edmonds, he looked quite kind and he had all his own hair which as far as she concerned was a definite bonus. He was also possessed of a nice voice, she could listen to him for hours.

 

As she heard Peter slam the fridge door ranting and raving, she decided to get herself out of it. She had done her stint, and she felt she had earned herself a pension. It was time for the baby to be conceived. Her bonus, her wage packet.

The front door slammed and as Peter left the premises she felt herself relax. It was a hard old graft, but she knew how to play the game.

Terri Garston was sick, physically sick. She had never encountered anything remotely like this in her life. A tall girl, she had always been expected to look after herself, but she was really chicken-hearted. She cried at Disney films, and was still convinced that some day her prince would come. Though how she was supposed to meet him while on the bash, she wasn’t sure. She was a nice girl who had fallen into her job like she had fallen into everything in her life, accidentally.

Danielle Crosby had introduced her to the life and Terri had been pleasantly surprised by how easily she had adapted to it. Lazy by nature, she had relished the short working hours and the large sums of money. It was a very seductive lifestyle and, as she embraced it wholeheartedly, she soon found herself with a large clientele along with an even larger cocaine habit.

 

She had not, however, expected to find her friend as dead as a doornail, and her employer doing his crust about it. Anyone would think she had murdered Danielle the way Peter Bates was carrying on.

‘Will you clear the flat of any drugs that might be hanging round, please? Then you have to phone the Filth, so get your arse in gear. The last thing you want is to be done for possession. And if they ask, you know nothing about her or any of the customers, right?’

Terri nodded, but she was frightened now. Peter was clearing the flat of everything that could incriminate him or the girls and, as he searched, he made a conscious effort not to look at the dead girl on the floor. He knew he was probably removing evidence, but that was hard fucking luck, he had no intention of getting a tug for anybody, let alone a fucking brass.

They were a breed apart as far as he was concerned. He might have a struggle with a bird now and again, but he prided himself on never getting involved with the staff and, even though he knew he should feel responsible for the girl’s demise, he wasn’t going to let it intrude on his daily life. He just provided them with a roof under which to conduct their business, took his earn, and didn’t think about them at all. He was annoyed that Patrick had blanked him. He might be a sleeping partner, but he wasn’t in a fucking coma. Peter was grieved at Pat’s reaction, that he wasn’t going to help out. But he still didn’t feel it was anything to do with him. She was dead, but it wasn’t his fault. She knew the score, knew the pitfalls. At the end of the day, if he hadn’t given her a base to work from, then someone else would have. And until now, it had guaranteed all the girls a level of security they would never have had on the street.

And after all, she was the one that had chosen to be a brass, he hadn’t forced her, he had just provided her with the opportunity to spread her charms. Like all his girls, she had come to him, and he had provided her with a nice flat to work out of. He saw himself as quite a generous employer, as someone who helped his girls out.

He had been doing this for years without any kind of aggravation. Now he had a dead one, a very dead one, and he was not fucking impressed about it either.

He had nothing on his conscience, as he would tell himself over and over again. But the sight of her lying there dead, mutilated and naked would stay with him until the day he died. She had been done over good and proper; whoever had done it had really gone to town. Satisfied he had obliterated any kind of evidence that could incriminate him,  he left hurriedly. She had been a nice girl and all, and the shame was overwhelming him even as he determined to save his own arse.

 

Terri was left alone, waiting nervously for the police, the horror of her situation finally taking hold. Seeing her friend’s body, the blood everywhere, and the look of sheer terror on her face, it finally sank in that someone had actually murdered her. Someone had deliberately taken her young life.

 

Terri suddenly realised that it could quite easily have been her lying there. The men they dealt with all came through the adverts in the local paper, and at the end of the day, it wasn’t as if they had ever known anything important about their clients. The men who frequented their establishment lied about their real names, as they themselves did. They had sex with them, were intimate with them, and yet she and Danni knew literally nothing about them. Some of them arranged their dates by text. Until now, the danger had never crossed her mind.

 

It was over five hours since she had found the body of her friend, and it didn’t occur to her that for the police to find the culprit she should have been telling them the truth. Instead, she was still practising her story as they knocked on the front door.

 

 

‘Are you all right, Pat? You’re awfully quiet tonight.’

Patrick shrugged. ‘Just tired, Kate, that’s all.’ He was watching her as she cooked for them both. She was a good cook, and he enjoyed her food. But tonight he was seeing her as if for the first time. She was still a looker as far as he was concerned, she was the only woman who had ever  managed to keep his interest. She had aged, of course, but he never really noticed it, she was still his Kate. Now though, as she chopped vegetables and sautéed the veal, he marvelled at how much he loved her. The fear of losing her had made him aware of just how much he cared about her. He was still trying to get his head round Peter Bates’s phone call. Still trying to work out what had happened.

Kate smiled at him, her eyes taking in everything around her. She saw more in a quick glance than most people did in a lifetime. She was one of the only women he had ever met who was happy to be quiet. He loved that she didn’t feel the urge to fill up every silence with inane prattle. Pat opened a bottle of red wine and poured them both a glass. As Kate sipped hers, she winked at him mischievously and he felt the tug of her once more. He knew that she accepted him for what he was, as he had accepted her for what she was. Chalk and cheese, really; she was straighter than a weightlifter’s grandmother and he was as bent as the proverbial corkscrew. Yet somehow it worked for them.

 

As they ate their evening meal, Patrick marvelled at how well they got along together. Even after all these years, she still had the knack of keeping him interested in her. Not that he hadn’t been drawn to the occasional bit of strange but, as his old mum used to say, what you don’t know can’t hurt you. And so far, she had been proved right. His earlier thoughts of going on the hunt were at once obsolete. He had to keep Kate close now, couldn’t give her any reason to doubt him. He was terrified that she would suss him out.

 

Old Peter Bates’s call had rattled him and, though he hadn’t known the full story, he’d only owned the property,  he knew it was only a matter of time before Kate demanded that he explain himself. Be sure your sins will find you out. Well, his would anyway. But he couldn’t tell her, he didn’t know how to. She would find out soon enough. She was a shrewdie. Pat felt as if he had the Sword of Damocles hanging over his head. Once again, he knew something that she didn’t, only this time, he feared that when she realised that, it would take more than a bunch of flowers to calm her down; in actual fact, the deeds to a diamond mine would be disregarded. She would be what was commonly known as pissed off, and that was putting it nicely.

 

Annie Carr was shocked by what she saw in front of her. That the girl had been murdered was evident, but it was the fact that she had clearly been brutally raped beforehand that was the real shocker. She had literally been ripped to pieces inside and the remains of what looked like a chair leg had been discovered by the girl’s body. Whoever he was, he had acted with a tremendous rage. The poor girl must have died in agony.

The flat was nice, Annie had noticed that as soon as she entered it, all white walls and leather sofas. It was obviously a Tom’s workplace, but that was neither here nor there at the moment. That just meant they would have to cast their net wider, after all Toms were called Toms because they slept with every Tom, Dick and Harry. Annie hoped they had some forensics to fall back on. What really pissed her off was that the girl was so young. She had died a horrific death, all for the lure of a few quid. It was such a pointless way to die, such an abrupt end for a young woman who should have had her whole life ahead of her. Annie hated that she  had to tell someone that their child had been so violently slaughtered.

She could see that the girl had been tortured, she had burns all over her and what smelled like caustic soda had been poured down her throat, so this wasn’t a random killing, a sexual deal that had gone wrong. This was a deliberate act of violence against a young woman who, it seemed, had not put up any kind of fight whatsoever. That in itself was a mystery, there were no signs of a struggle; her nails were still perfectly manicured, a deep-red, they didn’t have a chip or a mark of any kind. Her face was contorted in agony, but that could have been the caustic soda, she had to have felt that coming, but there were no signs of her having been tied up. So the burns had to have been inflicted when she was unconscious, no one could have endured that much pain without fighting against it. She had them on her breasts, her genitals and her buttocks. And then her murderer had left her with her legs wide open, and with the object they had used to rape her by her side.

It was all wrong, none of it made any sense. Annie felt the jingle of alarm bells in her head. This was not the usual. In fact, it was so staged it seemed almost as if the person responsible wanted whoever found Danielle to be shocked over and over again. Shocked first by the dead body, then by the burning of the throat, the burns to the breasts and genitalia and finally the cuts that were deep and gaping. There was blood everywhere. She had been left to bleed out all over the floor. The sheer amount of blood told Annie she must have been alive when she had been cut. She had pumped out her life’s blood as she died in agony.

Annie knelt by the body once more and looked at the cuts  closely. They were deep, they were open. She was stunned by the sheer brutality of the crime, someone had enjoyed themselves, had really put a lot of effort into this poor girl’s death. The person responsible had known he would not be interrupted. Annie knew in her heart that this was not going to be a one-off, wasn’t a random killing. This was planned and precise and, whoever he was, he was going to do this again. It was a textbook murder, in many respects.

Annie knew that she was out of her depth because this was the first time she had ever been confronted by something so heinous. She hoped it would be the last.

Annie stood up. ‘Look, Terri, you being on the game is of no interest to us, we just want to know who killed Danielle, and we can only find that out if you tell us how you worked together. I swear I have no interest in your working life, I just want to find out who killed Danielle. So please will you stop pretending the pair of you lived the high life in a really posh block of flats, yet apparently neither of you have any kind of legal employment? Let’s cut the crap and get to the fucking real-life bit, eh? Only I am getting the arse now, I’ve had enough of your bullshit.’

Terri knew that she should tell this woman the truth, but she was frightened. Peter Bates had warned her to keep stumm, and she knew he meant it. But Danielle had been murdered, and Terri knew she had to tell at least a bit about their daily lives.

‘We would have the flat at different times. We didn’t really have a system, we worked on bookings. We advertised in the local paper, men rang us up, and we . . . you know, we would entertain them. We always gave each other plenty of space. She had regulars like me, but we also had a lot of passing  trade, you know. Men working in the area who might want a bit of company, men from nearby towns who look in the local papers for a bit of excitement. You know, as well as I do, that in our game you never know who’s going to turn up, and as long as they have the money they are guaranteed a warm welcome. I mean, we ain’t cheap, it’s a onner a time, straight sex, no kissing and oral sex is extra. We ain’t bloody stupid, we earned. But I can’t think of anyone who would do that. Most of them are the usual fucking idiots who have to pay for a nice-looking girl. Let’s face it, if they were on the ball, they wouldn’t have to pay for it, would they?’ She started to cry again and Annie instinctively put out her arms and, holding the girl gently, she let her cry.

She wished Kate would hurry up, she needed her expertise at this point, she had never before been involved in anything like this. This kind of murder would hit the papers and the place would be crawling with reporters by the morning. This kind of crime brought a spotlight down on the police involved that made their job even harder. She needed Kate’s experience and her level-headed approach to life. She needed her to walk her through this because it was unlike anything Annie had seen before.

 

As Terri sobbed out her shock and her fear, Annie wondered what the coroner would find out from the girl’s body. She knew it was imperative to get the autopsy out of the way as soon as possible. The door opened and a young PC said loudly, ‘Mrs Crosby is here, ma’am.’

Annie saw that Kate was talking to the men outside. She was already taking charge, and Annie was grateful for that. It meant she had Kate’s support from the off, and she needed that more than she cared to admit.
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‘Are you saying a punter murdered the girl in my property?’

Peter Bates liked Pat Kelly but sometimes he could quite happily smack him one. The fact that Pat Kelly was a foot taller and two stone heavier was the main reason he didn’t bring that wish to fruition.

‘Yes, Pat, but I wasn’t to know that was going to happen, was I? The girls have been working out of there for yonks. How could anyone predict a fucking nut-bag turning up and outing one of them? I think it’s a fucking diabolical liberty meself.’

 

‘Oh you do, do you? How about the fact that I thought the flats were for renting purposes only and, forgive me for being somewhat obtuse, but why ain’t I been paid the going rate for letting my drums be used as fucking brothels! Kate will have my nuts in a carrier bag for this, boy. She won’t believe I knew nothing about it . . .’

Peter Bates was short and stocky and, when the fancy took him, extremely argumentative. He was known for his quick temper, and even quicker departures. Especially when he thought he might have overstayed his welcome. He could never resist a con, and now his partnership with Patrick Kelly had been dragged into the daylight his serious earnings were suddenly looking very precarious. He was a worried man, he had not let on about the flats’ real use. He had not thought he would have to. It had been a doddle so far, an easy earn. Now though, it had well and truly fallen out of bed. In more ways than one.




Book One

Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm:
 For love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave.

 

Song of Solomon, 8:6




Chapter One

Janie Moore was tired out. She had been working for hours. She had a virus, and it had really knocked her for six. She had to keep going though. After all, once she finished, she had a few days off. She preferred it like this. She loved having a bit of time to herself, a bit of time with her kids. She liked the money, but she also liked the hours. It suited her to work all day, then she could have a couple of days off. She was new to the game and still had the wide-eyed naivety, the belief that it was only for the interim. That she would stop once she either found Mr Right, or she found another job that paid enough for her to keep her and her kids. Deep down she knew that was never going to happen. Some of the girls who used the flat were paying for themselves through college, or for some kind of education. They were determined to better themselves. Janie knew inside that she was never going to be like them. She was hoping for a man to take her life over, but she saw that, after this job, whoever it was would not only need to be passable in the looks department, but generous in the financial sense. Sex was not something she craved any more. In fact, it was something  best left out of any marriage equation, she had had her fill of it in all its scummy, pretend glory.

But all in all, she thanked her lucky stars for the work because she had two kids under three, and the fathers had both gone on the trot early on in her pregnancies. They’d abandoned her and their offspring without a second thought. Janie had learned the hard way that money was important, and talk was bloody cheap. She’d learned that promises were something that only the rich could afford. She had been promised so much in her young life, and she had believed that the men making the promises would make good on them. Instead, she had been left with two babies, a mountain of debt and a drug problem. She’d been helped off that. She counted herself fortunate because she had not suffered physically after giving birth. She had hardly a stretch-mark on her, and she still looked good in her underwear. She knew how devastating a pregnancy could be on the body, had seen mates who had delivered a child and been left with a stomach that looked like a map of the London Underground. She had carried low and had not put on much weight. She had popped both her boys out quickly and cleanly, and she had loved them both with a passion from their first breaths. She’d nearly lost them over the drugs. She had ended up on the bash for them, to give them everything they needed. To ensure they had a better start in life than she had. She was saving, building a little nest egg, she wanted to take them on holidays, wanted to see them play in the sea, thrive under a foreign sun. They would have everything, and she would do anything to make sure that was the case. She dreamed of a man, a kind man, who would love her and her boys. Who would give her security and love.

Janie was already settled into the life, and she knew deep down that she didn’t want a real relationship; the job she had chosen made sure of that. She would accept security over passion. She was too used to strange men climbing on top of her, using her for a given amount of time, and paying her for the privilege. She had her regulars, and she had her appointments. She also had her other life, with her sons, her mum, and her friends.

The only man she would want now was one who could offer her and her boys a good standard of living, and who would not make too many demands on her. A decent man with a few quid and a nice disposition. It wasn’t really that much to ask.

 

Janie Moore repaired her lipstick and waited for her next appointment. She was tired and irritable, but what could she do? Work was work, and she needed the money.

 

Kate was sipping her tea. She stared out of the window at the cold winter’s day. It was freezing. The frost was still glistening on the rooftops, and the wind was loud enough to be heard through the walls. The view from the police station was depressing - it was all cement buildings and car parks.

Every time she closed her eyes she saw the body of Danielle Crosby, saw the way she had been butchered. She could still see the terror etched in her young face. Even the coroner had been shocked by the severity of the attack, especially after death.

The coroner had been specific about the cause of death. It was the acid. The young woman had been drugged with Rohypnol and GHB then, when she had been unable to move, caustic soda had been poured down her throat,  burning her, killing her. The bastard had set about his business, slicing, burning and raping her while she choked in agony, until, finally, Danielle Crosby was a bloody corpse. There was nothing left to remind anyone of the young woman she had been. All Kate saw was the devastation of her young body, the hate that had caused her death, and the reminder of how vicious human beings could be.

What a terrible way to die. How much fear had she endured before she had finally been released to death? It grieved Kate that she would have been happy to die just to escape her tormentor. It was tragic that a young woman had been cut down before she had even had a chance to really live.

 

Kate knew she was going to have to help Annie, that she would need her to take the brunt of the investigation because she was the seasoned detective and had experienced the bloody aftermath of a violent murderer. This wasn’t a spur of the moment killing caused by rage, by anger. Kate knew this was a calculated and cruel death, and she also knew that this was simply the start. Whoever had done this would want to do it again, and soon. They would have been planning this for a long time; they had decided on their victim, and then they had arranged it so that they had not just the time to carry out their plan, but also the privacy. They had even taken the girl’s mobile.

It was the staging of the body that bothered Kate, it was reminiscent of her first murder case all those years ago. George Markham, the Grantley Ripper. He had enjoyed the knowledge that whoever came across the bodies of his victims would never forget how each of them had been placed. That they’d never forget what they had seen, would  never get the image from their minds. It was a form of humiliation against the dead person so, whoever the killer was, he had a grudge. It was this that told Kate that whoever had done this, they were going to do it again. He was already planning the next one, was already coming down from the initial high, needing the euphoria of feeling he had the power over life and death again. He needed to be noticed, and she knew the papers would make sure that he was granted that wish.

 

It was George Markham all over again.

 

Annie Carr was nervous, she knew that the press would be all over this murder, that it was gruesome enough to catch the attention of the dailies. She looked into her Chief Super’s face. Lionel Dart was not a handsome man by any stretch of the imagination. He was tall, skinny to the point of emaciation, and he stooped when he walked, making him look as if he was on the defensive. That was not the case, however. He was, in fact, a very aggressive man, given to resenting slights, real and imagined, and he was known for his petty-mindedness and his ability to hold a grudge. He was not a man who could be trusted, he’d serve up his own children to further his career. And now he was terrified of the furore that this death would create; it would bring with it too many questions and the spotlight would fall on Grantley Police Station.

 

‘Any idea how we are going to deal with this?’

Annie shrugged. ‘In what way? Do you mean the media or the finding of the culprit? Only Kate thinks that whoever did this is not going to retire gracefully, it’s not a one-off, and it’s going to get worse.’

She felt bad about using Kate in this way, but she knew it was the only way she would get any kind of sense from her boss. He was frightened of Kate and her reputation. Unlike him, Kate was a real police officer. She hadn’t wanted the career this man had craved, but she did have the experience and he couldn’t argue with that. Kate just wanted the facts, and Annie understood that, it was all she was interested in too. But her limited experience had taught her that the truth was often unwelcome. Especially where this man and his cronies were concerned. He didn’t respond, but then that was what she had expected.

‘By the way, the place had been tampered with before we arrived. So it’s going to be hard to get decent forensics.’

Her boss nodded, as if resigned to his fate.

 

Lucy Painter was as shocked as everyone else when she heard about the slaughter of Danielle. Though they didn’t know each other very well, they worked in the same business. Sometimes they’d even worked out of the same flat. Like most of the girls in the know, she too was wondering if she had inadvertently entertained the nutter who had killed their colleague.

It had suddenly become crystal clear just how dangerous their job actually was. It was a risky occupation and, deep inside, they all knew and accepted that. But, like your house burning down or finding out you had HIV, it was always something that happened to somebody else. None of them really believed they were in danger, after all, they weren’t on the pavement, were they? Because they worked out of nice flats and houses, and because they worked with other like-minded girls, they didn’t see themselves as prostitutes, let  alone being in any kind of peril. They earned a good wedge for a start and they didn’t have to procure anyone; they had a good clientele thanks to the advertising. None of them had ever known life any different. They felt quite glamorous, that they were a cut above the usual brasses. It was a well-paid job, and it was a secret part of their lives. Danielle’s death was tragic and shocking but, in all honesty, they were more concerned about being exposed as Toms. If their occupations were to become public knowledge, they would be destroyed. Like the men who frequented their establishments, the girls concerned primarily didn’t want to be outed. They had no interest in the men’s private lives, their wives, children or work, and they expected the same respect in return. They were a commodity, nothing more and nothing less. They provided a service, and that service was not something they dwelled on. They wanted them in, and out, with the minimum of aggro.

Personally, Lucy often felt a spark of sympathy for the men who used her. Most of them were more nervous than her, and she prided herself on being able to suss them out quickly and easily. She had never really had any trouble from them. Only once had she ever had to assert herself with a client, and that was because he had finished before he had even begun, and then had the nerve to expect a second go for free. He had been a short, bald-headed Turkish bloke with bad breath and a very expensive phone. It was strange what you noticed. She had sternly informed him that he had to pay again or she would call her husband. He had swallowed the bluff and left cursing her in his native tongue.

But, for the most part, the men who frequented her establishment were timid, overawed by her sheer height and  statuesque build, and they tended to come back again and again. Recent events had made her realise she had become a bit too complacent and she was determined to make sure that never happened again.

As Lucy let herself into the flat she heard Janie singing in the kitchen. Taking off her coat, she walked through the hallway calling out, ‘Pour me one and all, will you.’

Janie was already dressed in her street clothes, she looked like any other young girl now. Bereft of make-up and in baggy jeans and an oversized sweatshirt she was the archetypal young mum. Hair scraped back into a ponytail, and her feet encased in a pair of Nike Airs, she was still pretty enough to get a second glance from most men. She looked a thousand miles away from the girl she became while at work.

‘What would you like? There’s white wine or Bacardi Breezers in the fridge. I know you like a few before you start your shift.’

‘White wine please. Did you have a nice couple of days off ?’

 

Janie took a deep draught of her drink then she said quietly, ‘Too right. I heard about Danielle.’

Lucy nodded. ‘It’s fucking mad, ain’t it? Terri found her, and you know what she’s like. Coked out of her fucking nut by all accounts. She reckons Bates cleared the place of anything that could cause aggravation. Wiped the whole place down because of prints, and poor Danni was lying there the whole time, dead as a doornail. She had been really done over and all, but no one can get the full bifta. Terri’s frightened of getting involved; Bates told her to keep her nose out, and who can blame her? If her family finds out what she’s doing, there’ll be murders.’

‘What did she tell the Old Bill?’

 

‘That she came in and found the body. She pretended she was a newbie, though if they believe that, they’ll believe anything; she’s been on the game since she left school. The thing is though, what can she do? If she spills the beans she would be putting everyone in it, most of us do this on the quiet. It’s not like the Filth would give us a swerve, is it? Do you think we’re safe, Janie?’

Janie sighed heavily, her face as bewildered as her friend’s. ‘What’s safe in this game? What with dogging and the internet, I’m amazed there’s anyone who still requires our services, they can get a free fuck in any council car park providing they don’t mind an audience. I know one thing though, we’re safer here than on the streets, and whoever did Danielle will be loath to repeat it with all the furore it’s caused. That flat is closed down, but all the others are still going. Old Batesy thinks it was the ex-boyfriend, she was seeing that druggie for years on and off. I can’t see a stranger doing something like that, it’s too personal. I heard she had a chair leg shoved up inside her. I mean, what the fuck would make someone do that to her? And if you remember, she had a few good hidings off that idiot over the years. He put her in hospital more than once.’

‘Well, if it was him he’s going to be collared sooner rather than later. Her mum will see to that, she hated him because he kept taking all Danielle’s money.’

‘Makes my blood run cold just thinking about it. What a way to die. I think we should consider working in pairs for a while, just in case it’s not him.’

Lucy shrugged, her shoulders looking even more impressive than usual because of the sheer material of her  Matalan top. ‘Well, let’s wait and see. I am on till six and I have a full quota. I’m going to put a heavy ornament by the bed in case of emergencies. But I can’t see anything happening tonight.’

Janie poured herself another wine and, taking a large swig, she said sadly, ‘I never liked Danielle, she was a flash prat, but I wouldn’t wish anything like that on my worst enemy.’

‘Who the fuck would? But it will bring heat with it, you can depend on that.’

 

Jimmy Heart was worried. He had been arrested, but not charged, and he had been sitting in the interview room for over an hour and a half without anyone even looking in on him. He was terrified. He had last had a toot about an hour before his arrest, and he was just about to go and score when he had been rudely detained. Now he was starting to rock; he needed another hit, and he needed it soon. He was sweating and his heart was racing. He knew that there was something serious going down, but he wasn’t sure about what his part was in all of it. He was shrewd enough to know that he was going to be accused of something, he was also shrewd enough to know that, whatever it was, he probably was involved in some way because he normally was. Unfortunately for him, he had no recollection of anything that might have brought him to the Filth’s attention. He also knew that if he was being detained and ignored by the said Filth, it was a serious tug. But he had not done anything to his knowledge that warranted such a production.

Jimmy was genuinely bewildered, but he was also worried. The police were more than capable of fitting a person up when the fancy took them. He could name many people who  had not only been accused, but put away for a crime they had no knowledge of nor, more importantly, the intelligence to prove their innocence of. It was a worry, but it was also a given. For all his fear, he knew he was nothing more than a junkie, a dealer. In the grand scheme of things he was a nobody. So his sensible head was asking him repeatedly why he was waiting for the big interrogation. He knew he did not warrant this kind of treatment. He talked a big game but, in reality, he had never actually experienced one. He was a ponce, no more, and no less.

It never occurred to Jimmy that he might be there because of his love life, his girlfriend. She was not even important enough to register on his radar, all she was to him was an earn. He supplied her drugs and relieved her of money on a regular basis. It was an arrangement that seemed to suit them both.

 

So, when he was finally confronted about his personal life, no one was more shocked than he was when he realised that Danielle had been erased. He played the part well; he looked shocked and horrified while thanking the powers that be because he had a cast iron alibi for the time of death.

 

Whoever had outed her had done it on the quiet. She had always favoured the evening shifts. She would. That was the real allure of her game, the hours. She worked the nights because it gave her the freedom to have the day to herself. She also liked the fact she was paid more on the night shifts. It was mental really, but men were happy to pay the extra for a late-night assignation.

So as Jimmy explained that while Danielle was being murdered, he had been scoring in a very public venue, her actual death didn’t register with him at all.
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Jennifer James looked over the books before her with a trained eye. A tall girl, she had the most unusual eyes, a deep blue with heavy black lashes. She had inherited the best of her parentage; her mother’s English looks, and her Spanish father’s colouring. She was striking. Well built, she had a presence about her. She also had a good head for figures, and she kept the accounts for Peter Bates. She worked her shifts like all the others, but her mathematical abilities were enough to get her a second earn.

The books were not for the tax man, they were for the sole use of the girls and Peter Bates. Most of the men concerned paid in cash and a small number by credit card - only a few of the girls accepted them. Jennifer made sure that Peter got his due from them all, and she collated the customers’ details. She noted the purchase price and, where possible, a name and address. It was laughable the amount of men who were willing to part with that kind of information. The girls were booked over the phone, and they were encouraged to not develop any interest in their dates for the obvious reasons. Peter used the information for his own ends, and that was his business.

Jennifer’s job was to make sure that Peter got his due. The girls were on a good earn, but they were also more than capable of trying to hide some of their customers. No one minded a bit of it as long as they didn’t take the piss. They had to pay for the privilege of working the flats, as annoying as that might be, they had to do it. Peter Bates ran it like a taxi rank; they paid a percentage for the use of the premises.

As Jennifer looked back over the last few weeks of Danielle’s appointments she tried to see if there was anything  unusual, but she found nothing. She had wondered if the man who murdered Danielle was a regular. But when she looked over the list it seemed unlikely. They all seemed kosher. It was more likely that the night she died Danielle had to have taken the call herself at some point. There were often loners, as they were known, who rang on the off-chance after seeing the adverts in the local papers.

Sighing heavily, she wondered if she had enough time to get herself a quick meal before she had to take over her own shift for the night. Danielle’s murder had thrown them off-kilter, and she knew that they would all have to be doubly careful in the future.

 

It grieved her that the girl’s demise was being talked about in hushed tones, but by the same token, the girls concerned were not about to publicise their involvement in any way. Even though Danielle’s death was horrendous, it still wasn’t enough to make any of them step out of the shadows. Their whole lives were lived by a code of secrecy and they all had far too much to lose.

 

‘Are you going back in then?’

Kate nodded. She had showered and changed after her meal, and she was dressed in what Pat had always laughingly referred to as her work clothes. White shirt, tailored trousers, and a well-cut, expensive black jacket, the only light relief was the jacket’s purple silk lining. She looked good, though. If he was honest, her understated dress sense had always been a big part of her draw for him. But she was looking her age and they both knew it. He wasn’t a spring chicken any more either, but as a man that was not really an issue. For women, however, it was different. Pat had the money and  the reputation for women to see him as a viable option, young women as well as the older, more experienced women. His preference had always been for the more mature, sophisticated type of female. But as he looked at Kate’s troubled countenance he had to admit that she was looking older these days, and this murder had really hit her hard.

She was already miles away from him, was already gearing herself up for the hunt. It had been her sheer determination that had attracted him all those years ago. Now he was seeing it again and it was frightening him. He knew she was going to find out things that she would not want to believe, and those things concerned him and his business ventures. He could cut Peter’s nuts off and laugh while he was doing it, but he knew that would be a fruitless exercise.

 

‘Why are you so sure this ain’t a one-off, Kate?’

She shrugged, her eyes already had the haunted look of someone who knows they’re about to experience a lengthy and protracted time of difficulty and heartbreak. She was preparing herself for it once more. Pat knew she worked on instinct, and her instincts were telling her that this was the start of something big, something horrendous and tragic. Pat knew that that something could possibly be the cause of them parting company. It was, after all, what Kate did, find out people’s secrets. He had to try and sort it all out, and sort it out soon.

 

‘I mean, it could have been a customer she tried to have over or something. You know, as well as I do, how these things can escalate.’

Kate shook her head dismissively. ‘Not in a million years, Pat. Whoever did this was well prepared, it was a vicious and bloody act. It was planned, and executed, with precision.  Whoever killed Danielle Crosby has been thinking about it for a long time. I wish these girls would understand the danger they place themselves in every time they entertain some sad fuck. It’s a waste, such a waste of a life.’ She paused then and looked at him, concerned. ‘Are you all right, Pat? You look awful.’ She went to him and placed her arms around him. His blue eyes looked tired and he looked old suddenly, it was as if he had aged in a few hours. ‘Is this bringing it all back, are you thinking about Mandy?’

Pat’s daughter had been brutally murdered and it was the investigation into her murder that had originally brought them together. It pleased them both that something good had come out of George Markham’s reign of terror. Pat didn’t answer, just held her tightly and enjoyed the smell of her hair, the feel of her body. The familiarity of her was enough to break his heart. He knew she was too good for him on so many levels but, until now, until this moment, he had not really understood just how much he needed her in his life.

‘Get yourself off, Kate, I’ll be fine.’

‘Are you sure, Pat?’

He smiled sadly. ‘Go on, I’m fine. Like you say, this is a bit too close to home.’

 

 

Annie Carr was glad to have Kate back in the building. The place was a hive of activity, everyone was in, no leave, no days off, and no way of knowing how it would pan out. It was being treated as a one-off murder, but no one believed that. This was the gut instinct of every officer, an instinct that the good ones hone over years and trust to give them a heads-up when needed. It was telling them all that this was the start of something big. Annie knew that Kate’s expertise would be  invaluable, she also knew that she was going to be the cause of her friend being deeply troubled within the next few hours. She wished she knew how to lessen the blow. It was laughable really, but not so unexpected, if there hadn’t been a murder it would have gone by without a mention.

Oblivious to the underlying tension in the room, Kate looked over the evidence reports and wondered at how no one could have heard anything. The block of flats was small. A low-rise with three storeys and a well-tended frontage, they were not cheap. Well built, they had an entry phone system, along with an expensive alarm system. They were not the type of flats that were easily accessible to the usual burglars or teenage thieves. They were in a nice, quiet road, and they backed on to the woods, from which you had access to the golf course. So someone had to have heard a commotion, had to have heard something.

Kate would talk to everyone who lived there herself. The neighbours would be over the initial shock of the slaying and might open up about the girls’ work, the type of clientele that frequented the premises, if there was much foot traffic and, more importantly, how the men got access to the flats and if they parked in the car park or on the road.

They had to have seen something, someone. It was amazing what people didn’t see, what people ignored, what they became immune to. They must have guessed what was going on there, and yet they were claiming ignorance. Kate had said as much to Annie Carr.

 

‘Well, Kate, you know what people are like. Anyway, they were probably worried about complaining.’

‘I suppose so. Annie, have we got the name of the person who owns the flat yet?’

Annie nodded, and passed her a pale buff folder saying pointedly, ‘Peter Bates. But, Kate, I think you had better look at who he co-owns it with.’

 

Kate felt the breath leave her body as the implications of her friend’s words sank in.

 

‘I’ve kept a lid on it, Kate, but I don’t know how long before someone else susses it out.’

 

‘Is it Patrick by any chance?’

‘I’m afraid so, mate.’

Kate could hear the sorrow in Annie’s voice, and that just made the anger mounting inside her colder. She was numb with the shock of Patrick’s duplicity. He knew she would find this out, and yet he didn’t even attempt to give her a heads-up, allow her to at least have some dignity when the truth finally emerged. She had to be told by a subordinate, by someone who looked up to her and respected her.

It meant that they were living off immoral earnings, that even though he was loaded, he still had to have a dabble, as he would put it. What was running through her mind now was, what else was he up to? What else was Pat hiding from her?

 

Once this came out she would be implicated in it, and that was the last thing any of them needed. The crime scene had been messed with by either Bates or one of his minions, so that again put a different perspective on everything. Tampering with the evidence suggested to Kate that whoever visited the flat might not be just the usual weirdos, but could include rich, well-known weirdos. People with too much to lose and a lot to hide. It was an upmarket establishment, and that meant their job would be much harder.

Kate couldn’t speak, she felt as if all the air had left her  body, she could feel herself deflating with the hot flush of her humiliation. She closed her eyes, she was suddenly overwhelmed with tiredness.

 

‘You OK, Kate?’

Kate shrugged and said flatly, ‘Well, I’ve had better fucking days.’

 

Peter Bates was nervous, but then he always was. He knew that he was skating on thin ice. He had cleaned the flat up because he thought it was for the best. It was his first reaction, tidy away anything that could tie him to the offence. He was just protecting his interests.

He had assumed the girl had been on the receiving end of a nut-bag, it wasn’t unheard of in their profession; after all, they were Toms. As well as the regulars, they took their own calls and arranged their own clients. The days of having a maid on the go were long gone, though a maid did offer them a level of security, he saw that now.

In the fifties and sixties, no Tom worth her salt was ever alone with a customer. Nowadays, there were a few who still employed someone to make the tea and change the beds, but they were a dying breed. Girls today didn’t work out of their homes for a start, and they were a different sort to their forebears. When he cut into the game as a young lad, he had learned early on that a good pimp kept his girls chaperoned, not just for safety, but because they kept their eyes and ears open for any extra monies earned on the quiet. They also ran errands, kept the place clean and, more importantly, kept a beady eye out for anything of a suspicious nature.

The women and girls these days were more on the ball, they had lives outside of their work. They weren’t as involved  with the game now; it was basically just a job, a means to an end. While they were young and fresh-faced they had the chance to work out of a nice apartment, once the life took them over and they started to look a bit frayed around the edges, he outed them. It was only firm flesh that earned a wedge these days; men were inundated with young girls, and they were available at any time of the day or night. It was a competitive business now, albeit a lucrative one, but it was also a business that was being overtaken by the Eastern Europeans. They trafficked their flesh, and because of that they had most of the girls’ earnings. Peter saw himself as far above those fucking thieves, his girls came to him for a job, they were complicit. He had never forced a bird on to the bash in his life. That was an outrageous situation for any man who ran an orderly business.

Peter might have done away with a maid, but he still had a head girl who kept an eye out. As far as he was concerned, he had taken all the precautions needed to keep his girls in the loop. But now the shock had worn off, and the enormity of what had happened had sunk in, he knew he had done a wrong one. But he had protected his business interests, protected his own arse. He had also attempted to protect Pat Kelly’s arse, even if Pat hadn’t been aware his arse needed protection. And he had the distinct impression Pat was not too impressed about it. And Patrick Kelly had never been a man to take aggravation without some kind of retaliation.




Chapter Two

Patrick Kelly was fuming, and he knew he had no one to blame for his predicament but himself. That was why he was so angry. Even if Bates hadn’t told him exactly what the flats were being used for, he had to admit he hadn’t agonised over receiving the more than generous proceeds. It was bloody obvious really, particularly to someone like him. He could have got Danny Foster to check it out. If Kate found out she would de-bollock him without a second’s thought. Yet he had turned a blind eye to what had been going on. He had to face the consequences of his actions and that was not something he had had to do very often in his lifetime. He was a well-respected Face, he had his creds, and he had his reputation. He also had a weakness for easy money and, once more, it had caused his downfall.

He was blaming Peter for his dilemma, but really it was all down to him. He knew what Bates was like, so he had to put his hand up and take the blame. Kate liked honesty; that was her biggest problem, she demanded it, and sometimes people were better off not being in the know. Not that he was going to point that fact out to her in the near future of  course. He hoped she would look on this as an aberration of sorts, as a one-off. He would argue the fact that it was an investment, that was all. That he was just helping out a mate who needed a silent partner. He knew he was hoping for a miracle. Kate was not a fool and, worse than that, she was not a person who allowed herself to be treated like one. Patrick Kelly was up shit creek without the proverbial paddle and he knew it.

 

 

Annie watched as Kate smiled at the woman and accepted a cup of coffee with real appreciation, breathing in the aroma and hugging the mug with both hands. Each action told the woman she was in the company of a like-minded individual. ‘You can’t beat real coffee, instant is no substitute.’

Carmen Milke was thrilled with the compliment, most people didn’t know the difference. At forty-seven she looked much older. Her husband had traded her in a few years previously for a younger model, and she had fought for a generous settlement, bought her little flat, and put a serious wad of cash in the bank. She was a victim of her husband’s success; after the divorce he had kept his life, and most of their friends. She had found herself at the wrong side of forty, starting over. She had worked to keep him in university, she had worked to give him and their son a good home. She had done everything to see her husband get ahead, she had done the hard work, the graft, the dinner parties, the drinks and canapés. She had been beside him from the start. Along the way she had seen him change, seen the man she had loved become a selfish boor. Their success had changed him until she didn’t recognise him. He had become a snob, something he had always accused her of  being, and he became a bully, but she had still not seen it coming. He had walked out on her without a backward glance. Now he had his new life with his new wife. He had taken everything she knew, everything she had ever wanted; he had taken it all from her in a few minutes. Even her son preferred his father’s lifestyle and now only visited her every few weeks.

 

Carmen was lonely. Lonely and suspicious, but she still loved her husband because he was all she had ever known. He had been her life. She was also worried that any man she  might meet would be more interested in her money than her sparkling personality. After all, she was hardly a spring chicken, and she knew she was not the kind of woman men were attracted to. Sex had never been something she craved, she was born to be a wife and mother, not a femme fatale. Her husband could have kept the girl on the side, like all the others, and she would have done what she had always done. Ignored it. She had seen off more than her share over the years. She had learned to pretend she was clueless about his amours, even though she had occasionally felt the urge to stab the faithless bastard to death while he slept. Unlike him, she had been prepared to sit it out, that’s what people were supposed to do. But he had decided to be different.

She was bitter, and she knew she was, but she was unable to overcome that. Now, as she sat with these two nice women and enjoyed the unexpected pleasure of some company, she opened up like a flower. ‘I do prefer real coffee. It’s one expense I couldn’t forgo.’

Kate and Annie grinned in agreement. ‘It’s a rare treat for us, I can tell you. You have a great view here, you can see right over to the golf course.’ Kate was looking out of the  large picture window as she spoke. And it was a great view, all trees and well-tended grass. It also looked directly over the forecourt of the flats so Carmen would see all the coming and goings.

‘I liked the view, it’s why I purchased this property. I find it very calming, I watch the golfers sometimes.’

Carmen watched them because now and again she saw her husband, who she still wanted even after all that he had done. He played there frequently, and she hated herself for her weakness. He had taken everything from her, and yet she still held a blazing torch for him. She fantasised that he’d come back to her, cap in hand, sorry for not appreciating her and everything she had done for him. She knew it would never happen, he had been mentally gone from her for years, it was only when he had left physically that she had understood how shallow her life had been. Now she was saddened that a visit from the police was a highlight in an otherwise bloody boring day. As her son kept telling her, she needed to get out more.

‘You also have a bird’s-eye view of the road, so you must have wondered at the number of strange men coming and going constantly. I understand the flat was in operation twenty-four hours a day. I can’t believe an intelligent woman like you didn’t put two and two together. It must have been awful finding out you were living next to a knocking shop. Men coming in and out at all hours of the day and night.’

Carmen nodded, her sharp features seemed to be closing in on themselves; she was exactly as Kate had predicted, a small-minded woman who saw herself as above the general population.

‘I don’t know what I can tell you really, there were a lot of  men in and out, and obviously I knew they weren’t coming here for piano lessons. But what could I do? The people involved, those girls, they were common, low types. I was afraid to say anything to them so I just ignored it.’

Kate nodded in understanding. ‘It must have been horrendous for you. How did the men get in, were they buzzed in by the girls?’

‘Not always, sometimes the outside door was left open, that way the men didn’t disturb us by ringing the wrong buzzers. That can be very annoying and, as you can imagine, very distressing.’

‘Why is there no CCTV? You have such a great alarm system.’

The woman nodded and then shrugged theatrically. ‘We did have it, but it was disabled a few years back. It was costing us a fortune every month, and that on top of the gardeners, you can imagine. And, in fairness, we were happy enough with the security offered in exchange. It made sense, after all, we’re in flats. We have one entrance and one exit. Why pay out for something we don’t really need?’

Kate smiled again. Annie watched her as she drew the woman out. Last night Carmen had been adamant that she knew nothing of the activities of the flat, and that she had never noticed anything untoward.

‘Who offered you the security system?’

Carmen looked uncomfortable.

 

‘I promise this will be off the record, Mrs Milke. But we really need to know what’s happened here. I assure you no one will get into any trouble, what security you decide on is your business. I just need to know who was behind it, that’s all.’

Carmen was worried about saying too much, but she felt that she should try and help if she could. After all, a young girl had lost her life, even if Carmen felt deep down that she had asked for it.

 

‘A man called Bates. He said that what we were paying for the CCTV, he could get us all a much better deal, and also make us safer in the process. He wasn’t a man who you felt would take no for an answer, if you understand me but, in fairness, he was as good as his word. We were given individual alarm systems that were on-site, as Mr Bates put it. Not something we had to rely on as a block. Even the windows are fitted with sensors, as are the doors. It really is a much better system.’

‘Did you hear or see anything on the night of the murder?’

Carmen shook her head furiously. ‘Not a word. I was asleep very early. I take sleeping pills because I find it hard to drop off these days.’

‘Do you see Mr Bates around here often?’

‘Occasionally, not regularly.’

‘Have you noticed any strange men recently, maybe regular visitors to the dead girl’s flat? Has there been anything at all of late that made you think something was odd, off-kilter? Raised voices, strange noises . . .’

Carmen snorted then, her face once more wearing its pinched look of disapproval. ‘There were always strange noises, you can imagine . . . I can’t hear anything from my bedroom, so I tend to spend a lot of time in there. In fact, now this has happened, I hope we’ll be able to get some sort of normality. I mean, you will be closing it down, won’t you?’

Kate heard the relief in Carmen’s voice and wondered at  how people allowed themselves to be walked over like this. ‘I think that’s a given, but we have to prove the flat was being used for the purpose of prostitution, and without anyone giving us evidence of that, it could be argued that the girl who died had only been there that once. We need solid evidence of the flat’s usage over a period of time.’

Carmen was quiet for a few moments. ‘Talk to Mrs Brown on the ground floor, she knows more about it than anyone. She had words with the girls on more than one occasion. But you didn’t hear that from me. She was frightened off by a man and, from what I gather, after his visit she did what we all did, she turned a blind eye.’

 

Veronica was tired out. After another hard day watching television and grooming herself to perfection, she was bored out of her mind, and fed up with the murder that seemed to be the only thing on everyone’s mind. Even Sky News was milking it for all it was worth. Peter was like a bear with a sore arse, and she was fed up with the lot of it. So he owned the flat? Big news on the grapevine, he owned loads of properties. All he had to do was feign ignorance. As he walked into the kitchen she voiced her thoughts. ‘Why are you so bothered, Pete? All you have to say is you rented the gaff out, and what the person did with it was their business, not yours.’ As far as she was concerned, it was cut and dried.

Peter Bates looked at Veronica for long moments and saw the girl she had been, and the woman she had become. Never the sharpest knife in the drawer, she had been blessed with an innate cunning that had seen her sleep her way to a nice life. She was pampered, she was beautiful, and she was a fucking bonehead.

‘Are you having a fucking laugh, you dozy bitch? Everything I have ever done, ever bought, or ever touched will come under scrutiny. If I farted in 1978 it will be found out and reported back to me: date and venue. A young girl has been horrifically killed, and I was the one who organised the cleaning of the flat and, in doing so, I erased any evidence that might have been there. More importantly, I have landed me mate right in it, and he ain’t a person you can apologise to and guarantee a fucking friendly handshake and instant forgiveness. He’s known to be a bit temperamental when the fancy takes him. I fucked up big time, and now all I can do is try and fucking extricate meself from a potentially lethal situation. So my advice to you is keep your fucking opinions to yourself, and try to restrain your natural ability to talk absolute shite. Am I making myself clear?’

Veronica didn’t answer him. She knew that this was a turning point in their relationship. She would have to box clever for a while, he was capable of aiming her out the door without any worry. He had a lot on his plate, he was not a man who listened to reason and he was capable of taking out his aggravations on her. It was much better to retreat on this occasion, and wait until it had all died down. He was still looking at her with contempt and so she took his advice and restrained herself. Instead she went to him and looking into his eyes she said gently, ‘I’m only trying to help, baby.’

Peter laughed then, a sarcastic and disbelieving laugh that told her she was on very shaky ground. ‘Oh stop it, Veronica. You don’t give a fuck about Danielle Crosby, you don’t give a fuck about anyone but yourself. So save the amateur dramatics, and let me sort this out without your fucking big trap in me earhole.’

As Peter left the kitchen she heard the front doorbell go, and she stood quietly when she heard Patrick Kelly’s righthand man Danny Foster saying, ‘Hello, Peter, I was worried you might be out, what with your new job as a fucking charlady taking up all your time.’

Danny Foster was a Face, a man to respect and someone who was seen as on the up. He was Patrick Kelly’s sidekick, Patrick Kelly’s mouthpiece. He was the son Patrick Kelly never had. If he was on the knocker then they really were in deep shit.

 

Diana Brown was in her late fifties. A small, heavily built woman, she was somewhat reluctant to let Kate and Annie inside her flat. As they followed her into the spacious kitchen Kate noted that the furnishings were very understated, and very expensive. That surprised her, the small neat woman she saw didn’t strike her as having that kind of sophistication. Her clothes were well made, probably Marks & Spencer, but not that well put together. Her hair needed a decent cut and colour, and her nails were bitten to the quick, with traces of chipped pink nail varnish still apparent. She looked as if she had not slept for a while, and Kate assumed this was because of the girl’s murder.

‘I told your officers everything I knew last night.’

Kate and Annie smiled as they sat down at her breakfast bar. The kitchen was state-of-the-art, all black granite and stainless steel. It was not a kitchen you would associate with this woman in a million years.

‘We know that, but often, after the shock has worn off, people remember things they forgot in the initial excitement. And also, Mrs Brown, things you don’t think are important  can turn out to be very important to us and our investigation.’

Diana sighed. ‘It’s awful to think of that girl up there dying, and no one knowing about it. But it was on the cards. I don’t mean the murder by that, but there were so many men going in and out of there, something had to happen at some point.’

Annie got up and walked Diana gently over to a chair. She sat down heavily. Seeing a pack of Marlboro Lights on the worktop Annie took one out and put it into the woman’s hand. Diana accepted it gratefully and picked up her lighter.

‘I understand you had words with the girls on a few occasions over men coming and going twenty-four hours a day. That must have been difficult.’

Kate had chosen her words carefully, and she was rewarded by another deep sigh. ‘I had a few words with that poor girl last week. It’s so bloody inconvenient, cars pulling up at all hours, men up and down the bloody stairs, the music, the constant movement, you know. I wish I had never bought this place, and it’s impossible to sell. I mean, you can imagine what it was like if anyone came here. Cars and more cars. I have to park on the road sometimes, I paid a fortune for my garage and, nine times out of ten, someone is parked right in front of it. I feel awful because I am glad that this has happened because it means we can all have our lives back.’

Kate understood how Diana was feeling. ‘That’s human nature, Mrs Brown. It can’t have been easy living through all that. I understand you made a few complaints. Can I ask you, who did you deal with?’

The woman shrugged then, and looking directly into Kate’s concerned face, she said finally, ‘I was threatened. Not directly, of course, but I knew what was being said to me. I  asked that man, Bates, if he could see how it looked to everyone. Told him how the place was ruining my home. I hated the whole bloody lot of them! Those girls would laugh at me, swear at me some of them. Bates said I was not someone he saw as significant, in fact, he assured me that I was not someone he would be seen dead talking to in a public place. Like I wasn’t good enough. He did say he would ask the girls to keep it down, but if they were popular, what could he do? I even called the police a few months ago, there was a big row going on up there, the police arrived, went upstairs, and then left. I never heard another word. It went quiet after that though, and for a while life was bearable. But that man Bates is very intimidating, and I got the message. We all got the message.’

Kate felt sorry for this frightened woman. She knew Peter Bates was Patrick’s friend, and that they had a few business dealings, but she had not dreamed that those dealings would be the cause of this woman’s life being made a misery, and the reason a young woman was lying dead on a mortuary slab. Bates would have threatened her, Kate knew that; she knew him and what he was capable of. She also knew what Patrick was capable of.

‘Can you remember anything else at all? Were there any strange men hanging round, did you see anything that was out of the ordinary?’

Diana shook her head. ‘Strange men are the norm here. I got the most of it, as you can see, my flat is directly by the parking bays. The flat next door is rented by a businessman who is always off somewhere. He rarely stays there more than a few nights at a time. I had to put up with the cars in and out and the men looking in my window as they came up  to the front door. I keep my blinds closed all the time now. The other residents work, they go out for the evening. They got a break from it all. I am stuck here with it all the time. I hated it, hated what they stood for. Hated that my life was invaded by their bloody whoring. My husband died and I got over it, I moved here to make a fresh start. I bought this place because it was quiet and it was pretty. I have lived here for two years and been at the mercy of those bloody girls almost from the start. I stopped taking notice of what went on after Mr Bates explained that I was not helping myself by complaining. The police ignored me, and I didn’t know what else to do. Now we’ve had all this.’

 

Kate and Annie looked at each other, both aware that this woman had been badly let down. ‘Can you remember the date you called the police out?’

Diana Brown smiled sadly. ‘Sixteenth of April. It would have been my husband’s sixtieth birthday.’

 

Kate was in her bedroom, she had showered and dressed. She caught her reflection in the antique mirror she had bought with Patrick years before and stifled the urge to smash it up. She didn’t feel like this was her home any more. It was as if everything around her was alien, she felt so out of place. She had always accepted that Patrick was a wide boy, in all honesty, it had been a big part of his attraction. But she had believed him when he said he was on the straight. She should have known better. He had let her down before. But this time she had believed him.

 

All those years, and they had been good years. Happy years. She had moved in with him, enjoyed his affluent lifestyle. Had felt loved, cared for. Safe. He must have been  laughing up his sleeve at her. Well, not any more.

Kate checked her bags, making sure she had packed everything she needed. Satisfied she had enough, she looked around the room once more then, picking up the cases, she walked out without a backward glance.

Patrick pulled on to the drive as she was putting the cases in the boot of her car. He got out of his Bentley and walked over to her. She sensed his approach and could feel the anger inside her bubbling as he said nonchalantly, ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Kate. I didn’t know what the flat was being used for. I just invested in a property business, that’s all.’

Kate slammed the boot of her Mercedes 220 saloon, a birthday present from Patrick two years ago and, turning to look at him, said quietly and deliberately, ‘If it was with Bates, then you knew exactly what you were letting yourself in for. You always said you never trusted him, that you read the small print on every contract, and checked that there wasn’t any really small print invisible to the naked eye. I laughed with you as you said it. Well, he will have been picked up by now, and charged with everything from tampering with a crime scene, tampering with evidence, attempting to hide a criminal act, living off immoral earnings, and anything else I can think of. Once he mentions you, I can’t be responsible for what the police might decide to do. I can, however, distance myself from your fucking devious shenanigans and your obvious involvement in the violent death of a young woman.’

Patrick looked at her and when she saw that he was gritting his teeth, she knew she had hit a home run. She knew she had hurt him, and she was glad. She wanted him to hurt like she was hurting.

‘I’m only on the paperwork, I am a sleeping partner, and I can prove that. So don’t you go trying to stitch me up. I am sorry, I am fucking in bits over that young woman, but it wasn’t anything to do with me personally.’

Kate pushed him out of her way. ‘I don’t believe you, Patrick. You could have told me the score when you heard the murder took place in your property and I would have been upset, but at least you would have spared me the indignity of finding out you were a born-again pimp from a colleague. I should have guessed you were involved, you were too quiet. You already knew about it, didn’t you?’

Pat couldn’t deny it and they were both aware of that.

‘So this is it then?’ he said. ‘I get me collar felt for no more than investing in a legitimate business, and you walk out on our life as if it meant nothing. I have already had my brief explain the situation to your superiors and they are more than satisfied I had no knowledge of anything that went on in that flat. So calm down and stop being so bloody dramatic.’

 

He was always so cocksure, it had been what attracted her to him all those years ago. He had a way with him, a way of making you overlook his failings because his good points seemed to outweigh them. He was a fucking ducker and diver, a wide boy made good. If it had been anything else she could have swallowed it. But not this.

 

Now all Kate saw was that girl’s broken body and his reluctance to admit his involvement. She loved him, really loved him. But she knew that his going behind her back, his trying to justify himself by using his brief to prove he was no more than an investor in a business, that he was a dupe, an innocent, was something she could not forgive. He could  have come clean about everything, given her the chance to understand their situation. The outright audacity of the man was unbelievable, he thought she was overreacting. He’d let her down before with his tricks and secrecy. And she’d forgiven him then. How could he not understand that it would be impossible for her to swallow it again, and that his actions would impact on her? It would be all over the station by now. Everything that she had worked for over the years would be forgotten in a heartbeat, she would once again be nothing more than the villain’s bird.

He wouldn’t even think about that, it wouldn’t occur to him that this was about more than him and his wants. He had not thought about her and how his actions might affect her and her life. He was a selfish man in many respects, but she had still loved him.

 

‘You really don’t see it, do you, Pat?’

He opened his arms wide, a look of bewilderment on his face. ‘See what, Kate? What the fuck is there for me to see?’

Kate shook her head sadly and, forcing down the urge to cry, she said quietly, ‘I can’t stay under the roof of a man who has lied to me, who could keep something so important to himself, who would distance himself from any wrongdoing before he felt it was safe to tell his side of the story. You went in with your brief and extricated yourself from a sticky situation. Well, I don’t believe you, or your brief. How can I believe a word you say after that? You must have been aware of what was going on, and don’t fucking insult my intelligence by trying to spin me otherwise.’

‘Oh, I see. So this is all about me trying to save you some embarrassment? I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know how  to tell you, did I? Come on, Kate . . .’ He was trying to talk  her round now, he’d realised she really was leaving him. ‘I panicked, I was bloody mortified . . . Surely you can see that . . .’

 

Kate shook her head slowly. ‘I saw a girl who had been battered and tortured, and all you saw was how to save your own arse. I’m working on this case with Annie, we are going to find this nutter, and if that means you get a tug in the process then tough shit.’

Pat was weary now, he had no fight left in him. He saw the determination in her, felt the anger that he knew was justified in part, but he still felt was way over the top. She should have seen all this from his point of view, should have understood his dilemma. She should have been watching his back.

 

‘Fair enough. You go. And, for the record, Kate, you ain’t a real Filth any more, remember?’

With that he walked into the house and Kate got into her car. As she drove away she resisted the urge to look back. She knew he wouldn’t be looking.

 

Lucy was already inside the flat when she heard the music and she smiled to herself. Janie loved Oasis, she listened to them constantly. The music told her that she wasn’t entertaining a punter.

She walked through to the kitchen and put the kettle on, calling out for Janie as she went. She assumed Janie was in the shower, getting rid of her make-up and turning herself back into a regular person.

Lucy made the tea and noticed the answering machine was flashing. She pressed the Play button and listened to a litany of punters asking for a call back. That wasn’t unusual.  What was unusual, however, was that these messages were all from the night before. They had started at eleven-fifteen, and each one asked why they had not been given access to the premises.

Lucy was nervous now. The Oasis music had somehow become the Spice Girls. She strained her ears in an effort to listen, was terrified that someone was in the flat, someone dangerous. She could hear her own heart beating inside her chest. She called out her friend’s name once again.

She removed a knife from a drawer as quietly as she could and, holding it tightly against her chest, she walked out of the kitchen and towards the front room. She was sweating with fear. She knew something was wrong, knew that it didn’t feel right. There was a really awful smell coming from somewhere and she couldn’t place it, but she knew it wasn’t good.

Pushing the door open she looked inside the room. It was perfect, not a thing out of place. She turned towards the bedroom and, breathing as quietly as she could, she stepped towards the door. It was shut tight.

The sound of the radio was loud in the hallway, and Lucy tried to convince herself that she was overreacting. But she still couldn’t bring herself to open the door. She wondered if Janie had copped herself an all-nighter, they were rare these days, but not unheard of. Lots of men wanted to wake up with a girl beside them, it was only the price that stopped them getting their heart’s desire.

Lucy saw her reflection in the hallway mirror; she looked ridiculous standing there with a knife in her hand and her face like a terrified child’s. She wiped a hand over her face, her sensible head was telling her not to be stupid. Finally she  plucked up the courage and pushed the bedroom door open, calling out gaily, ‘You in there, Janie? You all right, mate?’

 

Kate was unpacking her bags. As she hung up her clothes and placed her shoes in the bottom of the old-fashioned wardrobe she tried not to think about the day’s events. The room wasn’t bad, she had just forgotten how small the house was in comparison to Patrick’s.

This had been her home for a long time, and she had always resisted the urge to sell it. To get rid of it. Now she was glad about that. Glad she had chosen instead to rent it out. She had loved this house. As she sat on the bed she felt the pull of her old life overwhelm her. Her husband Dan had deceived her, lied to her, and eventually left her for another woman. He had also tried to win her back when he had realised his mistake. By then though, she’d had enough. She had met Patrick Kelly, and he had made her forget how lonely you could be when you were abandoned by the person you loved most.

It was strange really, how one person could have so much impact on your life. You didn’t even know they existed for years, then one day you met them, and that was it. Your whole life would be changed overnight, you suddenly found you needed someone so much you couldn’t imagine your life without them. Yet you had lived without them for years and years, you had gone to work, laughed, cried, gone on holiday, and all that time you had never even dreamed of them, heard of them, seen them, or even smelled them. Then, one day you crossed paths with them and your life, the life you had loved, had come to enjoy, wasn’t good enough any more. Without that person you felt alone, unloved, unwanted.

Kate wondered how many people had missed out on that. How many people lay awake at night wishing for someone to come into their life and make it all seem worthwhile. When all along, what they really did for you was stop you from being your own person. Kate closed her eyes tightly, she could feel the tears of her disappointment flooding her eyes, the bitter tears that she knew would need to be shed at some point, but not now. It was too soon, it was still too raw. She was frightened that if she let them go, she wouldn’t be able to stop.

Annie Carr knocked gently on the door before coming in with a large brandy and a mug of coffee on a small tray. ‘I thought you might need this.’

Kate smiled at her. ‘I’m sorry to land on you like this, it’s not fair.’

 

Annie smiled at her sadly, her eyes taking in everything around her. ‘It’s your house, Kate. I never used this room, it always seemed a bit too personal, you know? I’m glad you came here, after all, this was your home for a long time.’

Kate poured the brandy into the coffee and sipped it gratefully. The trouble was, it didn’t feel like her home any more, she had been away from it for far too long.
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