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      At first, Amber Dalton thought the drumming sound was coming from outside, but when she drew herself up from the hard mattress, she realised it was in her own head. Darkness wrapped itself around her like a thick blanket. She couldn’t make out any walls or see the outlines of bedroom furniture. Her forehead throbbed so much it made her wince. He’d doped her.

      Amber wondered if he had raped her while she’d been unconscious. She dropped her hands to her thighs, then hesitated as she felt unfamiliar rough material beneath her fingertips. She’d been wearing her short, pleated, black skirt. Her best friend, Sam, called it her ‘foxy skirt’. ‘It makes men’s tongues fall out of their mouths,’ Sam had said. ‘You’ve got great legs. Team it with a silk shirt, and you’ve got a winning combination.’ The lousy son of a bitch had removed her clothes and she was wearing a garment that smelt of antiseptic. She tugged at it and felt it give behind her. She wriggled about, running her hand down her backside and feeling the flesh of her buttocks. It was open at the back, tied with strings in a few places. It was a hospital gown.

      A flash of pain in her forehead made her cry out. She seemed to be in hospital, but why? She hadn’t been involved in an accident. She turned her head left and right to see if she was injured. This couldn’t be a hospital ward. It didn’t smell like a hospital. The bed was pushed into a corner of the room and she felt the wall on her right. Under the tips of her fingers she could feel the raised flock of the wallpaper. Her bedroom had wallpaper – flowers and swirls that she and her mother had chosen together. Amber would often trace the patterns while lying in bed wishing she didn’t have to go to school.

      Amber had a desperate urge to call for her mother and cry on her scrawny shoulder. Her mother wasn’t exactly the maternal type, but right now Amber wanted nothing more than to be sat on the comfy sofa, listening to her mother tell her off for being such a stupid cow.

      She sat on the edge of the bed, her head spinning as she felt for a bedside table and a light. Her splayed fingers discovered nothing but air. She pushed up onto her feet, bare soles touching cold floorboards, and began crabbing along the wall, seeking a light switch, each step cautious in case she trod on a sharp object. She found a wooden surround – a doorframe – and traced her fingers to the handle and turned it. The door remained resolutely shut. She tugged with both hands, tiny uh-uh-uh noises escaping her as her panic grew, and she questioned why she was in a locked room. She fumbled in vain for a switch. She needed to see where she was and work out how to escape. She would have to venture further and hope she didn’t stumble over any furniture.

      Fingers outstretched, she searched the space, arms waving up and down and sweeping the area in front of her. The room appeared at first to be empty apart from the bed. She met another wall and, resting her back against it, caught her ragged breath, which was coming in tortured, frightened gasps. Now disorientated, nauseous and confused, she dropped to her knees and shuffled on all fours, hoping to find the bed once more. Instead, she banged her knee on the sharp edge of a piece of furniture and cried out. She could not understand what was happening. Blood trickled down her head. She touched it and wondered if she had actually been involved in some sort of accident. That would explain the situation. She was in a hospital and needed to rest. She began to mumble, ‘It’s okay. It’s okay.’ There was no other explanation, she reasoned.

      ‘Nurse,’ she croaked, her voice no more than a faint whisper. ‘Nurse,’ she called, louder. Her voice sounded strange and hollow. The pain had started afresh in her forehead, stripping her mind of all other thoughts. She needed painkillers. ‘Nurse!’ The sound of her own desperation frightened her. She had to be in hospital. She couldn’t be anywhere else. Her temples drummed and the sound of her own heartbeat filled the room. She lifted her arms again and found the wall. Pushing against it, she located the door again and tugged without hope on the handle. Exhausted now with the effort, she stumbled against the bed and slumped onto it.

      She touched her head with her fingertips. The slight pressure was too much to bear. A sound, a cross between a moan and a scream, escaped her dry lips. It was a nightmare. That was it. She was asleep. When she was smaller, she had suffered a recurring dream about a stranger, in which she would enter her bedroom and spot a dark outline through the window. The banging would make her jump, and in that instant she would know that the man standing the other side of the glass was coming to kill her. She would be rooted to the spot, eyes fixed on the door handle, which would gradually move down. The door, which was nearly always locked, would open inch by inch. The man was coming to get her. A large carving knife would be pushed through the opening and a screaming Amber would wake up under her bed. Her mother would rush in and cajole her from her hiding place, and then sit with her, stroking her hair and making soothing noises. This must be one of those realistic nightmares, and she would soon awaken to the sounds of the television blaring downstairs and her mum yelling it was time to get up and go to school.

      She wanted to wake up more than anything. This blackness and the intense silence was scaring her rigid. ‘Mum!’ she shouted. ‘Help me!’

      She held her breath but the thrumming in her temples obliterated any other sound, then she heard it – a soft squeak.

      ‘Hello?’ She regretted calling out. An icy chill filled her veins. There was a slight shuffling of feet then silence once again. Somebody was already inside the room but they weren’t answering her, and that was even scarier. She had nothing to defend herself with. Sliding to the floor, Amber wriggled under the bed and curled up, fist in her mouth as she had often done as a child.

      Briefly, a shaft of light illuminated the floor, making her blink rapidly. Amber saw a pair of trainers. They belonged to him. He had been wearing them when he answered the door. It all seemed a lifetime ago. She had stood on the doorstep, brimming with confidence, shaking her mane of dark hair in a flirty fashion and pouting her full lips, knowing he wanted her. She couldn’t remember much more. The inviting sitting room with a huge leather sofa… the lights so low she could barely see his face… the sensual smell of him… the glass of champagne waiting for her on the table. His whispered words, ‘Make yourself comfortable, drink the champagne and I’ll be back in a minute to refill your glass.’ The bubbles ascended in tiny circles and exploded into her mouth as she sipped it, pretending she often drank champagne. The memory of tumbling from the sofa, sliding helplessly onto the carpet… a dark shadow laughing… then oblivion. Her shoulders began to shake with fear as she tried to suppress sobs. They threatened to erupt and give away her hiding hole. Go away. Please go away. Please leave me alone. The light went out and the room was once again plunged into darkness.

      ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are.’

      She tried to swallow the fear rising in her throat.

      ‘I know where you are, Amber. Come out now.’

      Her entire body trembled. She repeated the mantra in her head. Go away. Go away. Go away. A sudden rush of air and a puff of stale breath. He had dropped down to the floor.

      ‘I can see you,’ he whispered.

      Her keening became louder and louder. His voice lost its playfulness. ‘Come out or I’ll drag you out by your hair.’ The last two words came out louder and higher in tone.

      Amber couldn’t move. Instinct made her retreat from his hands. There was a growl and the bed was lifted clean away. She curled into a tight ball and squealed as he yanked on her hair, dragging her head backwards until she thought her scalp would pull away from her face. Pain like knives dragging down her forehead made her gasp.

      ‘Not so cocksure now, are you, Amber?’

      The honeyed voice that she had found so attractive, now made her cringe. It sounded so false.

      ‘Oh dear, you seem to have made a puddle.’

      She felt the urine trickle down her leg. His voice began to fade and she felt a warmth as a numbness began to take over her head. Nothing seemed real any more. Now the voice sounded like her mother’s.

      ‘I ought to rub your nose in it. That’s what they do to naughty little bitches.’

      She collapsed onto the floor at his feet.

      ‘Get up, Amber.’

      She tried to stand, her legs unwilling to cooperate, her back aching and her heart hammering. She fell towards the wall, put out her hands and steadied herself. She swallowed the lump in her throat and faced him.

      ‘What do you want?’ Her words barely more than a squeak.

      ‘Not anything you have to offer,’ he hissed.

      ‘Why are you doing this to me?’

      ‘So many questions. Aren’t you the inquisitive schoolgirl?’

      A light snapped on. His hands shot out and grabbed her shoulders. She yelped as he turned her around so she faced a mirror. Her bottom lip dropped and her eyes filled. The girl in the mirror no longer looked like a sexy, flirtatious woman. She looked like a sixteen-year-old frightened schoolgirl. Her mascara, so carefully applied for him, was now streaked under her eyes like a tragic clown’s. Her hair, matted with blood, had stuck to her head and her cheeks were stained brown-red. Carved into her forehead was a word that made her gasp loudly.

      Behind her, with night-vision goggles covering most of his face, he grinned, a smile that made Amber scream and pull away. She beat at him, hands flapping in fear.

      He turned off the torch and the room fell into complete darkness again and she fell against the wall.

      ‘It’s too late, Amber. You’re mine now.’
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      DI Tom Shearer tipped several coloured sweets directly into his mouth, then offered the packet to PC Anna Shamash. She pulled a face and shook her head.

      ‘Please yourself,’ he mumbled, popping the remainder into his mouth, screwing up the packet and chewing noisily. The aroma of fruit chews filled the Porsche. Anna stared out across the dark buildings towards the mammoth Amazon distribution warehouse in the distance. She had read it was the size of eleven football pitches and stored every item you could possibly think of. She wondered how many of the thousand-plus employees were currently buzzing around the shelves like demented bees, stowing, picking, packing and shipping the hundreds of thousands of items that they moved every single day, at this ungodly hour. At least they weren’t crammed in next to Tom Shearer, staking out a self-storage facility in Rugeley. She would happily swap with any of them at the moment.

      Tom picked at the gap between his front teeth with a fingernail, extracted a piece of green sweet and sucked on the sticky substance. ‘What?’ he said. ‘Never seen anyone get bits stuck in their teeth before?’

      Anna turned her head away. It had been a long night. She was still annoyed she’d drawn the short straw and got stuck with Shearer in his cramped, boy-racer Porsche. He wasn’t good company at the best of times and his car was an embarrassment. They all joked about it at the station, coming out with hackneyed quips about cars compensating for penis size. ‘Here, Anna, what’s the difference between a porcupine and a Porsche?’ She had shrugged. ‘On a porcupine, the pricks are on the outside.’ David Marker had almost choked on his cheese roll at that one. Anna wished David was sitting in the car instead of her. It was most uncomfortable. Shearer had insisted on bringing it, claiming it would be the last car any criminals would expect a policeman to be using.

      ‘If they spot us, they’ll assume we’re a couple making out.’

      Anna had cringed at that thought. He was old enough to be her father and twice the curmudgeon.

      Four giant power station cooling towers loomed beside them, each surface decorated with red lights to warn aircraft of their presence. The iconic towers that had been part of the Rugeley skyline for decades were now out of commission and would eventually be demolished. She peered into the moonlit sky and watched a couple of clouds skit across. The wind had picked up and the temperature had dropped. She rubbed some feeling back into her hands.

      ‘You want the heating put back on?’

      ‘No, I’ll be fine.’ She sat on her hands to warm them. There was no point in starting the engine and drawing attention to the car. They’d been parked on the verge next to the towers and opposite the self-storage warehouse for hours. One of the pool cars was in position by the roundabout entrance into the Towers Business Park, the other at the far end of the road, by the entrance to the Amazon distribution centre and near the all-night McDonald’s. Anna’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since teatime, when she’d only had a few minutes to grab a sandwich. She could murder a hamburger. She wondered if vegetarian Mitz had nipped in and bought anything while they were waiting. He had been sympathetic when he learnt she was on the stakeout in Shearer’s car.

      ‘An entire night spent in Shearer’s babe magnet with the old man himself. I can’t think of much worse, other than a night in a pool car with Gareth Murray.’

      Gareth, one of the newest recruits, was incredibly overzealous. It would be like being in a car with an excited puppy. At least Shearer wasn’t a big talker. If his car was a babe magnet, it must only attract rather dim ones, she mused. She shifted uncomfortably in the low sports seat and knocked her knees against the dashboard for the umpteenth time that night. Outside, the self-storage unit remained in darkness. The information received had been so promising. Drug dealers were supposed to let themselves into the warehouse and collect several kilos of top-quality heroin hidden in one of the units. At approximately fifty grand a kilo, it promised to be an outstanding haul, and would garner recognition for all of the team. Shearer wanted it so badly; the smell of determination mingled with his aftershave and permeated the entire car. It was no secret Shearer was ambitious. He wanted to further his own career, and a successful result tonight would help him on his way to promotion. This annoyed Anna. In her opinion, Robyn should be here with them, not Shearer. Robyn deserved the same opportunities as Shearer.

      They’d all been pumped up when they arrived and spread out some eight hours ago. That initial enthusiasm had waned. So far, it had been a wasted night. She wondered what her mutt, Razzle, was up to. Probably asleep on her bed, which was where she should be. She stifled a yawn. Shearer would only make some comment if he spotted her struggling to stay awake.

      He sighed and flicked through a few radio stations before settling on Heart FM and began singing along to Queen. Anna raised a dark, well-groomed eyebrow.

      ‘Don’t look so surprised. This is my era. Best music ever came out of the eighties,’ he said.

      ‘There were some good artists but I prefer today’s music.’

      ‘You would. You’re a good few generations younger than me. You can’t be much older than my son.’

      ‘I’m twenty-five.’

      ‘Really? You look about twelve.’ His mouth curved upwards, making him look more attractive. ‘That’s it for compliments. I just ran out of my daily quota.’

      He whistled along to the music for a while, then sat bolt upright. ‘Movement.’

      Anna peered out of the car window and saw what he had noticed. A figure in a hoodie was making its way along the cycle pathway. Anna held her breath. The man loped past them, neither veering off nor looking in their direction.

      ‘Just a jogger,’ she said.

      Shearer checked his watch. ‘It’s five forty. Bit early to be out running on a Monday morning in January, especially when it’s two below freezing out there.’

      ‘They change shift at Amazon in twenty minutes. Maybe he’s headed there to work.’

      Shearer nodded. ‘Yeah. Possible. Mad jogging in this weather, but possible.’

      He drummed his fingers and Anna wanted to slap his hand. He leant forward and rubbed the steamed-up window with his sleeve, watching the man making his way past the distribution centre at a steady pace.

      ‘I’ve had enough of this. Units one and two, anything?’

      Sergeant Mitz Patel’s voice came back over the radio. ‘Negative. Nothing apart from a huge tabby cat that hawked up a half-digested mouse in front of McDonald’s half an hour ago.’

      ‘Nothing, guv.’ PC David Marker, sitting with Sergeant Matt Higham, sounded his usual calm self.

      ‘Hang on. The jogger’s returning.’ Anna sank further into the passenger seat to avoid detection. ‘He’s going to spot us.’

      ‘Don’t move,’ said Shearer, his eyes trained on the man outside.

      She banged her elbow on the gearstick and grimaced. ‘I can’t. I’m too big for this car. I think I need the next size up.’

      He gave her a wry grin, then pulled a face. ‘Blast. He’s stopped. He’s doing up a shoelace.’ A crease appeared on Shearer’s forehead. ‘He’s talking to someone. He must be on a hands-free mobile. This doesn’t feel right. Shit! He’s moving towards the housing estate. Unit one, he’s headed in your direction. Apprehend him and check him out. He might have nothing to do with this but I’m taking no chances.’

      They continued staring at the self-storage warehouse. Car headlights approached them. The traffic would begin to build up as the shift workers left the distribution centre. A black Audi drove past them, headlights on full beam, making Anna shut her eyes. Shearer grumbled beside her. ‘I have a horrible feeling this is going to go belly up.’

      No sooner had he spoken than Matt shouted over the radio, ‘Guv, a black Audi’s pulled up and the suspect’s jumped into it, registration oscar, bravo, six, six.’ The radio crackled loudly. ‘It’s headed in the direction of Rugeley town centre. We’re in pursuit. I repeat, in pursuit.’

      Tom weighed up his options. ‘Unit two, we’re going in. Can’t wait any longer.’

      He flung open the door and marched across to the warehouse, puffing out small clouds of air. Anna followed. Cold air like freezing fingers grabbed at her cheeks. Shearer was right. Nobody would be jogging in these temperatures. The man had to be linked to the gang. She hoped Matt and David had caught them. Mitz and Gareth arrived clad in stab vests and huddled like dark beetles in front of the huge metal shutters.

      ‘Remind us which units we’re looking for?’ Shearer stamped his feet on the frosty ground and scowled.

      ‘Numbers 127, 128 or 129. The source wasn’t sure which one the gang was using.’

      Tom let out a hiss of annoyance. ‘He also claimed the gang would drop off more gear, and since it’s now almost six and there’s no sign of them, I’d say he was pretty bloody unreliable. Still, we have to give it a go.’

      Gareth Murray spoke up. ‘Do we need the Enforcer for this, guv?’

      ‘For crying out loud, of course not. The owner won’t thank us for destroying their property with a battering ram. You watch too much television. I have the entry code. The battering ram is for the storage units. We haven’t got keys for those. Don’t they teach you anything about using common sense at police school these days?’ Shearer punched in some numbers on a panel beside the shutters and waited. Anna threw Mitz a look. He shrugged. Shearer was in one of his lousy moods. They’d better find these drugs or he’d be impossible to work with. The mechanism whirred into action and the shutters lifted with a squeal. They slipped inside. Shearer flicked a switch and strip lighting spluttered into life, revealing the enormity of the place. Storage units, accessed by roll-up metal doors, flanked corridor after corridor.

      Gareth’s mouth flapped open. ‘Crikey, how many units are there here?’

      Mitz glanced about. ‘Several hundred. Some are the size of walk-in closets and others as big as two-car garages. The owners charge per size and you can store just about anything in here. The renters have twenty-four-hour access to this place and each unit is lockable. They can request individual door alarms too.’

      Shearer growled at Mitz. ‘Enough chatter. Find the units. You take 127; Anna, 128, and I’ll go through 129. Murray – stay outside and keep watch.’

      They followed behind Shearer in single file, their footsteps echoing in the vast space. They could still hear the sound of cars passing on the road outside. The shift changeover had begun. Shearer’s radio crackled.

      ‘Lost the car, guv. Put out a call on it. Got the suspect. He was tossed out onto the road. He’s okay. We’re taking him in for questioning.’

      Shearer kicked at a nearby shutter. The explosive sound resonated down the corridor.

      ‘Sod it. Okay. Keep me informed. See you at the station.’

      The trio continued searching for the units, finally stopping outside the rolled shutters. ‘Padlocked, as we suspected. We’ll need these.’ Mitz lifted the bolt cutters he’d been carrying and cut through the padlocks on unit 129.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Shearer’s mouth dropped open as he gazed into the unit. A huge Dalek stared back at him, its massive form filling the entire space. ‘First person to say “exterminate” gets my full wrath. Don’t even think it.’ A Cyberman’s costume was propped next to the Dalek, and behind it, against the far wall, stood a slightly tatty Tardis, clearly used as a prop in a show.

      Mitz swivelled around in the space, avoiding the armour-clad Dalek. ‘I doubt there are any drugs in here.’

      ‘I think someone was on drugs when they bought this lot,’ mumbled Shearer, flicking through Doctor Who magazines. ‘I’d better check it out thoroughly.’

      ‘You can climb inside the Dalek,’ Mitz said.

      Shearer’s eyebrow raised high. ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘There was one exactly like it on the news a while back. Fetched a load of money. The news presenter drove it about on television.’

      Shearer smiled humorously. ‘I think I’ll try and resist driving it about the warehouse, tempting though it seems. Go on. Check the other units. I’ll deal with weirdo world here.’

      Mitz opened the unit next door for Anna. It was empty compared to the first one. Over a hundred shoeboxes were stacked on the floor. On one wall was a mirror and in front of it a red carpet.

      ‘Somebody likes stylish shoes,’ said Mitz as Anna unpacked the first box and extracted very expensive high-heeled Louboutin shoes. He pulled out his notebook and checked his information. The Dalek unit is rented by Julian Fisher and this unit, oh, it’s rented by Jeremy Gubbins.’

      Anna held up a pair of sparkly silver stilettos. ‘Looks like Mr Gubbins has a shoe fetish. Shame, none are my size. Maybe they’re stolen goods. Or his wife rented the unit in his name and puts them here for safe keeping. Oh well, better check each box. There might be drugs hidden in them.’ She dug into the inside of a pair of glittering red stilettos with cold fingers, checking for packets of drugs. Judging by the number of boxes, it was going to be a long job.

      Mitz left Anna in the unit and broke into the third unit. The light wasn’t working in this one. Inside it was dark, in spite of the strip lighting outside. He directed his torch beam around to see it was empty apart from a large wooden trunk, the sort used as luggage, at the far end of the room. Holding the torch in his teeth, he attempted to break open the padlock.

      ‘Anna, could you come in here a minute and hold the torch?’

      She appeared at the door. ‘Lucky you. Only one box. I’ll be all morning opening that lot.’

      ‘Can you shine the light on it while I get it open, and then I’ll give you a hand?’

      Their long shadows danced against the tin walls as Mitz dropped to his knees and struggled to remove the padlock from the trunk. The clasp wouldn’t give at first, but he teased and prised until it finally lifted away with a satisfying clunk. He tugged at the heavy lid which remained resolutely shut. Anna joined him and together they sought leverage, and with grunts, eased it off then pushed it back on its hinges with relieved sighs.

      ‘That was way more difficult than I expected.’

      An earthy, cheesy aroma rose to greet them as they peered in. The trunk contained sheets.

      ‘Oh please don’t tell me we went to all that effort for a trunk of bed linen.’

      Mitz removed the first sheet: cheap cream cotton that had been neatly folded. Under it were more sheets, haphazardly thrown in.

      Mitz felt the sheets. ‘There’s something under this one.’

      Anna wrinkled her nose. ‘Smells like rancid butter.’

      A palpable frisson of excitement passed between them as he lifted the material in anticipation of revealing the stash of heroin. Anna shone the beam into the trunk and gasped. There were no bags of drugs under the sheet. Wrapped in plastic, arms folded across its ribcage, was a body.
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      Robyn dug deep. She pushed into the sprint, feeling the warm pull on her quads and anticipating the relief she’d experience when she reached the end. She ignored the mild burning of lactic acid and flew along on autopilot, air rushing in and out of her lungs.

      Her mind was not on running. She couldn’t shake the irritation hanging over her like a noxious cloud. Tom Shearer was out for promotion. Ever since the new detective chief inspector, Richard Flint, had arrived at the station, Tom had been toadying around the man. She suspected Shearer had talked Flint into letting him take over the drugs case, even though the informant who called the station had spoken to her, not Shearer. She replayed the conversation she’d had with the DCI.

      ‘You were not singled out by the informant, DI Carter, you merely happened to be there when the phone rang. DI Shearer has more experience with such cases. He was involved on several busts with Derbyshire Police.’ For a moment she yearned for Louisa Mulholland to be sitting in the chair and not the ginger-haired man, whose face was so smooth and plump that he looked like an overgrown schoolboy. His manner was brusque, but unlike Louisa, he would not look Robyn in the eye, instead focusing on some speck to the left of her. ‘I’d prefer you to deal with Stephen Hobbs. There’s been a burglary at one of his shops. A range of expensive mobiles have been taken.’

      Stephen Hobbs was a high-profile entrepreneur with a chain of mobile phone shops. He was well known for his charity work and held an annual charity ball at his estate, attended by some of the UK’s best-known movers, shakers and celebrities. No doubt Flint wanted to ensure Hobbs received the police’s full assistance to further his own ends.

      Rankled more by his condescending tone than his words, Robyn argued her corner. ‘I agree DI Shearer has more experience in this field, sir, but it’ll be a catch-twenty-two situation if you don’t allow me to lead this investigation. I’ll never get the necessary experience and you will always pass drug-related cases to him.’

      Flint’s thin lips disappeared into his face.

      ‘I won’t let you down. The informant, Freddy, is calling me back with the dates and times of their movements.’

      Flint took a noisy, deep breath and spoke as if she were a simpleton. ‘DI Carter, I can assure you that you won’t be passed over in the future, but when a large amount of heroin like this is involved, it’s logical to put my most experienced officer on the case. I refuse to discuss the matter any further. If you want to take it up with the super, go ahead, but I can assure you he is behind my decision.’

      She had wanted to argue further but it would have been pointless. DCI Flint’s mind was made up. To be fair to Tom, he hadn’t gloated. However, it should be her at the storage warehouse, not him.

      Around her, faces contorted with exertion and soles slapping on treadmills drowned out the pumping beat of ‘Eye of the Tiger’. Her friend Tricia wasn’t among the regulars. If she had been, they’d have buddied-up and matched each other pace for pace. As it was, with her mind elsewhere, Robyn had set off too quickly and was paying the price. Her legs felt heavy and her heart was beating too fast. She urged herself on, the room a blur, her focus only on the rhythm of her breathing. Her vest stuck to her back, and beads of sweat dripped into her eyes, stinging and blinding her. She wouldn’t break stride to wipe them away. She was too close to the finish. The treadmill’s screen showed one hundred metres remaining. She drove her legs into the speeding treadmill, feeling a pull at the top of her thigh but ignoring it, and pounded the last few paces, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The pain intensified, like a knife burrowing into her hip. She swallowed a cry and decreased the speed rapidly to a halt before limping off.

      ‘Hey, you okay?’ Jay, the gym manager came across.

      ‘Just a strain. I’ll be fine. Need to stretch it. I wasn’t concentrating. I had a bad day at work.’

      ‘I know those days. If you need a massage, shout out. Kath is free. She’ll sort you. Try icing it.’

      ‘Cheers. I’ll be fine.’

      Robyn attempted some gentle stretching. She was now not only annoyed with Flint and Shearer, but with herself. With several marathons and triathlons behind her, she knew better than to let emotions distract her when training. She hobbled into the changing room, swallowed a couple of ibuprofen, and took a shower, all the time reflecting on her career.

      It had been a struggle to return to the force after losing Davies, her fiancé. Louisa Mulholland had been pivotal in getting Robyn back on track. Louisa had recently taken up a new position in Yorkshire, leaving Robyn with an open invitation to join her, and although Robyn loved her job and most of the team at Stafford, she wondered whether she should consider transferring. The rivalry between her and Shearer caused a bad atmosphere, and it seemed Flint had taken an instant dislike to her.

      She slumped onto the bench, resting her head against the locker, eyes shut. She was almost forty, unmarried, had no parents and no boyfriend. She could go wherever she wanted. Of course, if she moved away, she’d be leaving behind her cousin and best friend Ross, and his wife Jeanette, who mothered her at every opportunity. She wouldn’t see much of Amélie, Davies’s daughter. She was due to go to the cinema with Amélie and her best friend on Thursday. The thought made her smile. No, as long as she had Amélie, she’d stay in Staffordshire. The girl was growing up quickly and was what they called a ‘tweenager’ – she’d be thirteen in six months. Robyn couldn’t deny that she loved the girl. If Davies had lived, Amélie would have stayed over regularly. Robyn would have been her stepmother, a role she’d have relished. Bugger Flint, she thought as she shook her head and rose, wincing as she put weight on her hip. She had better get home and ice it. If she wasn’t in decent shape, Flint would pass her over for a lot more than a drugs bust.

      She pulled her mobile from her kitbag and texted Amélie:

      
        Looking forward to the cinema on Thursday. What do you fancy watching? Heard La La Land is good.

      

      The reply came back almost immediately:

      
        Rather watch Street Cat Named Bob. Florence said it’s sad.

        Okay, I’ll bring a box of tissues in case we all cry.

        Florence says we will cry.

        I’d better bring two boxes then. I’ll pick you up at about four thirty.

        Great. See ya then.

      

      Florence and Amélie had been friends for years and were always at each other’s houses. Florence’s parents lived near Uttoxeter and trained racehorses. Robyn remembered Christine Hallows, Florence’s mother, telling Robyn it didn’t matter that Florence showed no interest in horses – as long as the girl was happy and healthy she could be whatever she wanted. She would be proud of her daughter no matter what. Robyn admired Florence’s parents, who thought the world of their only child.

      Robyn mused that she too would have allowed her child to follow his or her dreams and been there to support them. As it was, she only had the sad memory of what might have been, having miscarried her and Davies’s baby after his death. She pushed the memories away. There had been too many tears. Now she had Amélie and, by association, Florence. She might even treat them both to a pizza before the film.

      She turned the shower thermostat to its top setting and let the steaming water wash away all negative thoughts; when she emerged, she felt better about life. The pills had numbed the pain in her hip and Amélie had helped her mood. She could face Flint and Shearer again.

      As she flipped her car boot to throw in her kitbag, her phone rang. It was Anna Shamash.

      ‘Boss, you have to come in straight away.’ Anna’s voice oozed excitement.

      ‘Did you find the drugs?’

      ‘No. There weren’t any.’ The phone buzzed angrily. There was another caller on the line – DCI Flint.

      ‘Hang on, Anna. Got to take another call.’

      ‘DI Carter, I know you’re off duty but there’s been a development and I need you back at the station immediately.’

      Robyn felt a pull at the edges of her mouth. ‘Is it regarding the drugs case, sir?’

      ‘It’s related to it.’

      ‘Then surely that’s DI Shearer’s department.’

      There was a hiss of irritation. ‘DI Carter, I require your expertise on this matter.’

      Robyn resisted the urge to wind Flint up any further. ‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.’

      She ended the call and flicked back to Anna. ‘I’m on my way. Fill me in while I drive.’ Robyn started up the Golf and, ignoring the dull ache in her hip, drove out of the gym car park, her mind beginning to whir and her heart thumping with the anticipation of what was to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The overnight frost had left artistic swirled patterns on the car windscreen. They looked so pretty that Ross was reluctant to remove them. He had a job to do, however, and couldn’t stand around waiting for the sun to melt the white glaze. He pulled out a credit card and ran it down the screen. Tiny white flakes spun off in all directions, and over his black shoes. He stamped them on the pavement before climbing into the vehicle, scarf still wound around his neck. He started the engine and turned the heating up full blast. The display revealed it was minus three outside. At least it promised to be a bright day.

      It was just as well it was sunny because he wasn’t in the best of moods. He’d just taken a call from a woman, Susanne Carlisle, who could hardly talk for tears, and Ross hated it when women cried like that. Some lowlife had stolen her puppy and, although she had alerted the police, she wanted Ross to hunt for it.

      ‘She’s a Staffordshire bull terrier and she has such a sweet nature. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. I hope whoever’s got her is looking after her properly. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her.’

      She had dissolved into more tears. Ross had made encouraging noises and told her he’d set to work immediately. He’d found lost animals before. He hoped this one hadn’t been stolen to order and taken to another part of the UK.

      The sun dazzled him as he joined the dual carriageway, making him screw up his eyes. He fumbled about in the glove box for some sunglasses, then remembered he’d taken them home to clean them and left them there. He swore and dropped the sun visor. It was going to be one of those days.

      He wasn’t sure he was at the right place, even though his satnav had directed him here. Gallow Street, hidden within a labyrinth of roads on the edge of Derby, was one of the dingiest, most depressing streets he had ever visited. The brick wall on the left as he entered the street was covered in obscene graffiti, as was the one remaining glass pane of the bus shelter, further down the street. He drove slowly, hunting for number forty. The houses were a hotchpotch of 1950s architecture and various modern extensions. Some had porches, cluttered with bikes and paraphernalia; others had paved, oil-spattered driveways rather than gardens. The house numbers descended. The one he wanted was much further along the road.

      Two young men, hands deep in low-slung jeans pockets, scowled in unison as he drove past them. Brown rubbish bins, haphazardly strewn, dominated both sides of the street. Semi-detached houses gave way to matching terraced properties with brown-painted doors and no frontages; grimy glass that hadn’t been washed in many months; broken appliances and abandoned cars, rusting outside on the street. Ross wondered if he shouldn’t park his car elsewhere and walk. He finally spotted number forty, and, after driving to the far end of the road, he parked next to a convenience store and returned to the house on foot.

      He pressed the doorbell. The muffled tune of a song he didn’t recognise rang deep inside. He shuffled uncomfortably. A shifting behind the door and the sound of bolts being dragged back. The door opened and a stone-faced girl in her late teens surveyed him from behind a safety chain, hand on the door, ready to shut it at a moment’s notice.

      ‘What d’ya want? Me mum’s not interested in no double-glazin’ nor nuffin’ if you’re selling.’

      ‘Hi, I’m here about your dog. I’m Ross Cunningham from R&J Associates. Your mum rang me.’

      The girl pulled away and shouted, ‘Mum, did you call that bloke about Princess?’

      There was a howl from a small child and the response, ‘Yeah. Is it him? Let him in.’

      ‘Hang on.’ She shut the door with a bang. The chain was rattled several times, then the door reopened and the girl waved him in. Ross followed her through a hallway, cluttered with two children’s bicycles and several coats thrown in heaps on the floor, to the kitchen. A woman with bleached blonde hair and a frazzled expression was trying to feed cereal to a toddler. The small child shook his head angrily. ‘No!’ he yelled. ‘No, no, no.’

      ‘Brandon, stop it.’ The girl moved in front of the child and scooped him up in her thin arms, holding him tightly until he calmed. ‘Come on. I’ll take you to the shop. We’ll get some chocolate. Let’s get your coat. Mum, I’m gonna see Veronica while I’m out. I’ll be back for me dinner.’ She acknowledged Ross with a quick nod and carried the boy off to the hallway. Ross held out his hand. ‘Ross Cunningham.’

      ‘Oh, Mr Cunningham. Thank you for coming round. I’m worried sick about Princess and I didn’t know what else to do or who to call.’ Her face was a crumpled mess, eyelids heavy and red-veined from crying. ‘I know she’s only a dog, but she means so much to me.’

      Susanne Carlisle was in her late forties but with the shadows under her eyes, sallow complexion and sunken cheekbones, could pass for a woman in her late fifties.

      ‘The coppers came but I don’t hold out any hope. The PC scribbled summit in his book then dashed off. He said he’d ask about but he probably had better things to do,’ she sniffed.

      ‘What happened, exactly?’

      ‘I let Princess out back to do her business. I was on the phone to the health clinic cos I need some more meds, and when I called her in, she’d gone. I called and called her but there was no sign of her. I went round to the old misery next door and asked if she’d seen anything, but of course she hadn’t. Funny that. She always notices what goes on.’

      ‘How old is Princess?’

      ‘She’s only a baby. I got her three months ago from a breeder. She’s beautiful.’ Susanne pulled out her mobile and passed it to Ross. The screensaver was of a Staffordshire bull terrier looking up at the camera, a soft toy in its mouth. ‘Isn’t she gorgeous? She’s got the nicest nature too. She’s even nicer than Dolly.’ She looked through the pictures, a sad smile on her face. ‘Dolly saw me through some really rough patches. I suffer from depression and she was my lifesaver. That’s why I got Princess.’ She stood up abruptly and walked across to the kitchen worktop where she pulled out a tissue from a box and blew her nose. ‘Want a coffee or anything?’

      ‘Coffee would be great. No sugar. My missus has me on a permanent diet. Thinks I’m going to get diabetes if I have so much as a teaspoon.’

      She filled the kettle and reached for two pink mugs. ‘Princess helps me stay on top of it, or I’d give up and top meself. I had to have Dolly put to sleep six months ago. Worst thing ever.’ Her hand hovered over a ceramic jar marked ‘Teabags’. ‘I bloody hated it, saying goodbye to her. It’s like losing your best friend.’ She drew out two bags and dropped them into the mugs. ‘Oh, bloody hell! You said coffee, didn’t you?’ She took out the bag and spooned in some coffee.

      Ross threw her a smile. She returned it, weakly. ‘I know Staffies get bad press, but honestly they’re playful, good with children and have got super temperaments. I wouldn’t have any other breed. Princess is perfect. She’s a loyal companion. I can’t face being without her, Mr Cunningham.’

      ‘Call me Ross.’

      She nodded vaguely, as if only half-registering his voice. ‘You will find her, won’t you?’

      ‘I’ll certainly do my best.’

      ‘You’ve found missing pets before. I saw on your website. My Lauren found it for me. She’s been out asking all the neighbours but no one’s seen anything. Mind you, they don’t think much of us so would probably say they’d seen nuffin’ even if Princess was in their front room. We’ve had a few run-ins over the years. My old man, Trevor, was one for speaking his mind. He offended just about everyone on this street. He had a gob on him and a temper.’

      ‘He no longer with you?’

      ‘Nah, did a runner six months ago. Pissed off with some tart he met. Can’t say I was that upset. He wasn’t the easiest bloke to live with. I don’t know how I stuck it so long. Left me hometown to come to this rathole. I’d go back in a heartbeat, but I can’t afford it.’

      ‘So, you’re not from Derby?’

      Her eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘You havin’ a laugh? Can’t you tell by me accent? Course I’m not from round here. I’m from London. Lived here the last four years. Came here in 2013, when Lauren was fourteen. I don’t know how I’ll manage without her, Mr Cunningham. She helps me cope.’

      ‘Ross,’ he insisted. ‘I’ll start with the neighbours.’

      ‘Lauren asked everyone in the street, but I can’t believe they didn’t see anything. They’re a right nosy bunch here.’

      ‘They might open up to me. It’s got to be where we start. Let’s see how I get on with them and then we’ll try and narrow down what’s happened to Princess.’

      She regarded him with light-grey eyes that seemed to have all the colour sucked out of them. Susanne needed his help. She was a woman on the edge and Ross hoped he could help save her.
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      Robyn limped into her office and dropped onto her seat with a faint groan. The hip injury was giving her grief. She would have to ice it again.

      Shearer appeared from nowhere, his chin unshaven. ‘You look rough.’

      ‘Looked in the mirror?’

      ‘Somebody got out of the wrong side of bed this morning,’ he quipped. ‘I always look this rough. It comes with the job. So, you heard about our find.’

      ‘DCI Flint has been filling me in. No drugs?’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m about to question the bloke we brought in again. He claims he knows nothing about any gang and was just out for a jog when the car stopped next to him. He says he went to see what the driver wanted and was yanked inside, then chucked out after they lost the squad car. I don’t believe him. He got in that Audi pretty smartish. I’m going to try and convince him to chat to me.’ He gave a tight smile that didn’t reach his cornflower-blue eyes. ‘Get all pally with him and make him understand it isn’t worth keeping schtum for a bunch of scumbag drug dealers.’ He cracked his knuckles and stretched his fingers.

      ‘Arthritis? Must be your age,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, we are being scathing today. Thought you’d be pleased to be getting your teeth into a juicy case.’

      Robyn sighed. ‘Yeah, sorry. I’m being snarky. Hope you get a result.’ She knew she shouldn’t be taking her frustrations out on Shearer, as irritating as he was. It wasn’t his fault her hip hurt, or that she felt needled every time she spoke to DCI Richard Flint. She ought to get a grip.

      ‘Right, I’m off to crack a hard nut. Good luck with the body.’

      Shearer disappeared as quickly as he had arrived, leaving behind a not unpleasant smell of aftershave. He passed Anna Shamash outside the door and mumbled something at her. She answered, then slipped into the room and shut the door behind her. Her eyes were two deep hollows and her full lips were set in a grim line. ‘Afternoon, boss.’

      Robyn raised her head and took in Anna’s appearance. ‘I guess a night in the babe magnet with Shearer was as bad as I imagined it would be.’

      ‘Worse. He’s not exactly Mr Charismatic at the best of times, and his car seats have to be the most uncomfortable I’ve ever sat in. I still can’t straighten up properly.

      ‘Interesting Monday morning though?’

      ‘It wasn’t what any of us expected.’

      ‘I’ve got to speak to the pathologist. Fancy a ride? You can fill me in on it all.’

      ‘I’m supposed to write up a report for DCI Flint, then I’m off duty.’

      Robyn gathered up her car keys, shrugged on her coat and stood by the door, hand poised to open it. ‘I’m sure he’ll understand if you slip off early. You can brief me on this before you go home. Have you had any lunch?’

      Anna shook her head. ‘Been no time for any. We had to wait for forensics and examine the area. Mitz bought burgers and a Happy Meal for Shearer. I didn’t fancy anything.’

      A smile tugged at the corners of Robyn’s mouth. ‘A Happy Meal?’

      Anna chuckled. ‘Yeah, he ate it too and attached the Super Mario toy that came with it to his car dashboard. I suppose he’s not all bad.’

      ‘Come on. Let’s go grab a coffee and sandwich next door.’

      

      The coffee house along from the station was quiet, with only a few customers and Craig the barista cleaning the spouts on the coffee machine. He acknowledged them with a wave of his cloth. Robyn placed an order for them, leaving Craig to carry it over.

      ‘Forensics reckon she’d been there a few months. She was wrapped in a plastic bag and bundled up under sheets.’ Anna wrinkled up her nose. ‘She was mostly dried out but her body was covered with a grey wax.’

      ‘It’s called corpse wax,’ replied Robyn. ‘Technically it’s known as adipocere. It’s made up of saturated fatty acids.’

      Craig arrived with the coffees and sandwiches. Anna ripped the top off a sugar packet, tipped the contents into the cup and stirred. Froth and chocolate topping swirled together.

      ‘Yes, Harry McKenzie told me the same. I’d not come across it before. It was all a bit gruesome really and quite a shock. There we were, expecting a stash of heroin, and suddenly we had a pair of sightless eyes staring up at us.’ She unwrapped her submarine roll, bit into it and chewed slowly. Anna swallowed. ‘Harry McKenzie was thorough.’

      Robyn sipped her coffee, simultaneously nodding in approval. ‘One of the finest pathologists we’ve had. He’s expecting me in an hour. You want to join us and learn a little more about forensics and how the girl died?’

      ‘It beats writing reports.’ Anna cricked her neck from side to side. ‘How do you do it?’ she asked.

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘Keep going? I’ve been out all night and I’m done in, ready to crawl into bed, yet you and Shearer, you always manage to pull twenty-hour shifts and keep going like you’re powered by Duracell batteries or something.’

      ‘Coffee and adrenalin. That’s what works for me. I can’t vouch for Shearer.’

      ‘Sweets, I suppose. He chomped his way through three bags of them while we were out.’

      ‘There you go.’

      ‘I’ll have to change my diet.’ She finished the sandwich with one last bite, then licked her fingers. ‘I needed that. Thanks, boss.’

      Robyn pulled a piece of her own cheese sandwich off and popped it into her mouth. The cheese was flavourless; soft, rubbery goo. She forced it down and sipped her coffee again. She didn’t fancy the food but it was always best to have something before going to the pathologist’s. Some officers preferred an empty stomach but Robyn had found quite the opposite worked for her. She had seen many cadavers, and although death didn’t frighten her, she would never become oblivious to it. These bodies, life now sucked from them, had been living souls at one point. She drained her cup of the remnants of chocolate-covered froth.

      Anna tipped back her own cup and, smacking her lips, pointed at Robyn’s sandwich. ‘You not hungry?’

      ‘It’s a bit tasteless. I should have chosen the chicken like you.’

      ‘If the offer’s still open, I’d like to come and see Harry McKenzie with you. I don’t feel so tired now and I’d like to know more about the victim.’

      ‘Spoken like a true police officer.’ Robyn stood up, waves of pain through her pelvis making her wince.

      

      Harry McKenzie moved nimbly around the table. On it lay the girl from the trunk. Her hands were slightly clenched, flakes of bright-pink varnish still visible on her nails. The skin was badly decomposed and had peeled in many places, exposing bone on her forehead and high cheekbones. Her full lips, shrunken slightly in death, were parted to reveal even white teeth, and above her high forehead, dark, short hair that had once shone with health and even now retained its corkscrew curls. Robyn sighed gently. The girl had been beautiful.

      Harry was in his element, explaining everything to Anna who soaked up every detail, her pupils dilated, mouth slightly open. Robyn listened to the pair of them, Harry with his round, owl-like glasses perched on his head, explaining with wild gestures how he had ascertained that the body was that of a teenage girl.

      ‘The main indicator is the pelvis,’ he began, long fingers pointing at the hips of the girl on the table. ‘A female’s pelvis is a different shape to a male’s. And an examination of the symphysis pubis, the joint where the bones meet,’ he said, noting Anna’s frown, ‘along with other bones in her body, helped estimate her age.’

      Anna nibbled at her bottom lip, keen to understand more.

      ‘How can you tell someone’s age from bones? I don’t understand.’

      Harry pointed towards the clavicle visible through parchment-dry skin. Robyn stared at the girl, skin peeled from her face like wisps of tissue paper, perfect teeth grinning as if waiting for a camera shutter to fall. Harry continued, ‘Bones grow throughout a child’s development. They start growing in the womb but don’t fully form until adulthood. The development of this girl’s bones is not yet complete. I would put her at about sixteen years old.’

      Robyn dragged her attention away from the yellowed corpse. ‘Has she been dead long?’

      Harry’s head wobbled from side to side. ‘Her body has been protected from insect activity and scavengers, so that along with the adipocere has helped with its preservation.’

      ‘I thought this substance didn’t occur unless a body was in water.’ Anna’s eyes were huge in the dim lighting of the morgue. Harry shook his head.

      ‘Normally, but the plastic bag she was found in must have provided a moist enough environment. There’s also evidence that her body had been kept in cold storage – frozen. When it defrosted droplets of water would have formed around it.’

      Robyn circled the table. Although the remains were in a better state than if they had been buried, the girl’s face was still unrecognisable. Her mind churned the information. The body had been frozen before it was moved to the trunk. Robyn wondered if it had no longer been safe to keep her hidden in cold storage. Such freezers could be found in restaurants or places where meat was kept frozen. Had the girl worked in such an establishment?

      Harry gave a cough to clear his throat. ‘In this case, death occurred approximately five or six months ago. I’d say sometime between mid-July and mid-August last year.’

      Robyn cocked her head to one side. ‘Any idea of how she died?’

      ‘It’s difficult to be accurate, given the level of decomposition.’ He peeled back a piece of diaphanous skin. ‘There appear to be superficial wounds to the forehead and other marks on her body, but they could have occurred after death. A sharp implement might have caused the wounds or she might have cut her head through falling against a sharp surface. This is what actually killed her.’ He pointed to the wound in the lower part of the front of her neck. ‘The trachea, both the carotids and the oesophagus have been severed,’ he said. ‘I believe the cause of death is a cut-throat injury by a sharp-edged weapon.’

      Robyn crossed her arms and studied the body one more time. Could she have worked in a restaurant and been attacked there, then hidden in a large freezer? Or had she been murdered and secreted in a home chest freezer, big enough for a body this size? They were both possibilities.

      Anna spoke slowly, as if still processing all the information. ‘So, our victim is a sixteen-year-old girl, who had her throat cut five or six months ago, was wrapped in a plastic bag, frozen for some time, then removed from cold storage and placed in a sealed trunk in a privately rented storage unit.’

      Harry pulled his spectacles down from his forehead and covered the body with a sheet. ‘That’s pretty much it. I’ll have a full report sent to you as soon as possible. I’ve requested dental records for identification, so you should get a name soon. Now, if you’ll forgive me, I must get on.’

      Outside, weak rays of sun pierced through the grey sky.

      Anna, in a pensive mood, glanced up and blinked as they left the hospital. ‘My gran used to say sunbeams were ladders from heaven. I never understood if the ladders were for people to climb into heaven or for those in heaven to be thrown out and land here.’

      Robyn breathed in deeply. The smell of death had permeated her nostrils and left its taste in her mouth. She understood that it was never easy dealing with death and Anna had done well.

      ‘Want a lift home?’

      Anna looked at her watch. ‘Thanks. That’d be good. I haven’t seen Razzle since yesterday. I’ll pick him up from my mum’s and take him for a walk. It’ll help take my mind off that poor girl.’

      ‘Good idea. Then get a good night’s sleep and come back in tomorrow, ready to catch whoever did this to her. Direct your energies into helping me track down her killer.’

      Anna stared out at the road. ‘I shall. I just don’t know how you can do all of this, day after day.’

      ‘Motivation. Once you feel like that, you always keep going. From what I’ve seen of your work so far, you’ll do well. You need to harden up a little, develop a thicker skin.’

      ‘Is that why you wanted me to come to the morgue – to see the body?’

      ‘I hoped you’d experience what I experience when I become involved in cases like this.’

      Anna thought for a moment, then spoke earnestly, her face filled with concern. ‘I want to do right by her. I want to seek justice for her and for her family. Standing there, looking at her broken body, discarded like it was rubbish, I got to know her better. She was just a kid, probably at school or just out of school, with a life in front of her, a life that was taken by someone. Now, I want to track them down and bang them to rights.’

      ‘Then you’re motivated.’ Robyn winked at her colleague.
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      The traffic was beginning to build, heavy for a Monday afternoon, as they left the hospital and joined the A50 out of Stoke-on-Trent and headed towards Cheadle where Anna lived.

      Anna fell silent on the journey home, pulling absent-mindedly at a wisp of dark hair that had escaped the twisted ponytail style she wore. Stern-faced as ever, with clear almond eyes and dark eyebrows, she exuded an air of sadness. No doubt she was digesting what she had seen and heard. Robyn admired her pluck and the fact she hadn’t flinched at the sight of the body but instead asked pertinent questions. She left Anna to her thoughts, grateful she was part of her dedicated team.

      Anna’s home was a semi-detached brick house with a decent frontage laid to lawn. It was at the end of a road of properties that looked identical.

      ‘Thanks, guv. See you tomorrow. Best go collect Razzle. That is if he hasn’t been so spoilt by my mum that he refuses to come home.’ She strolled up her path, pausing only to turn and lift a hand in thanks.

      It was getting close to 5 p.m. so Robyn decided to drive into Uttoxeter and head back to Stafford on the A518, a more scenic route, although there was little to see now other than the soft glow from houses dotted along the roadside. It was more appealing than jostling with lorries on the dual carriageway again. She wasn’t in the mood for the radio so selected a CD of piano concertos and let her mind wander as Beethoven’s fifth floated through the speakers.

      It was Davies who had got her into classical music. She had an eclectic taste in music, her collection filled mostly with various artists from the eighties and an array of more modern artists including, ironically, The Killers, something that had always amused him. Davies, whose radio was always tuned to classical stations, had encouraged her to listen to his favourites. He maintained classical music was better for the brain – a claim she could never be sure was fact or fiction. Robyn was no longer sure if she listened to the music these days because she really liked it, and believed it enhanced her thought processes, or because it reminded her of Davies…

      [image: ]

      Davies, head back in his chair, eyes closed, a pen in his hand and the crossword open on his knee. Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 23 is playing and his head nods gently in time to the music. It is one of his favourite pieces. She lifts the paper and his eyes open sleepily.

      ‘Hello. Didn’t hear you come in,’ he says.

      She slips onto his knee and wraps her arms around his neck and kisses him.

      They sit for a while, entwined as the music serenades them. Her heart feels light. Life couldn’t be better.

      [image: ]

      Streetlights flooded the pavements, and huddled figures scurried against the cold to get home to their warm houses. She was thinking about the girl in the trunk when she spotted a figure she recognised. It was Florence Hallows, in school uniform with a large backpack on her shoulders and carrying a couple of plastic bags. Robyn slowed the car to a halt, wound down her window and called out. The girl’s head pulled up with a jerk and she wandered across to the Golf.

      ‘Hey,’ said Robyn. ‘Bought anything nice?’ she asked, pointing at the bags. Florence blushed.

      ‘Just underwear,’ she replied. ‘Needed a new bra.’

      Robyn nodded. She didn’t want to embarrass the girl. Growing up could be difficult. ‘Your mum with you?’

      Florence shook her head. ‘Working.’

      ‘How are you getting home?’

      ‘Bus. I usually catch the bus,’ Florence replied.

      The idea worried Robyn. Rosy-cheeked Florence was so young and vulnerable, and about to walk alone to the bus stop. The image of the girl in the trunk flickered in her mind. ‘Hop in. I’ll drive you home,’ she said. There was no way she wanted Florence to go home alone in the dark even if it was only 5 p.m.

      Florence hesitated for a second, then threw her backpack onto the back seat and climbed into the front where she clutched the plastic bags.

      ‘Thanks. You didn’t have to,’ she said. ‘I could’ve caught the bus. That’s what I usually do.’

      ‘It’s no trouble. I’m looking for a good excuse to stay away from the station,’ said Robyn with a grin. She liked Florence, who usually had a cheerful face and bubbly personality to match. This Monday afternoon she was more subdued.

      ‘How’s school?’ Robyn asked.

      Florence shrugged, a typical teenage gesture. Robyn mentally chastised herself for asking such a dull question. She changed the subject. ‘Amélie said you fancied watching A Street Cat Named Bob this Thursday.’
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