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      Alice couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that had plagued her all evening, no matter how hard she tried. It was going to happen again – even though he wasn’t in the house. She just knew. Her anxiety made her grasp Mr Big Ears so tightly he grumbled. On the television, a cartoon bird ran off at high speed as a coyote wearing supersonic skates fell off a mountainside. Tonight she did not chuckle at the programme.

      Her mother bustled into the room, looking like a princess in her long gown.

      ‘See you in the morning, sweetie. Sleep well.’

      She bent to drop a gentle kiss on her daughter’s cheek then brushed a lock of hair away from the child’s face. As she did so she looked into the large pale-blue eyes, fringed by impossibly long dark lashes, and was hit by a wave of love. She stroked Alice’s forehead and whispered, ‘Night, night, sweetheart,’ then drew away, leaving behind a familiar scent of lemon, bergamot and orange, which normally would have comforted the girl. Tonight, Alice was not comforted. She did not want to be left in the huge three-storey house with a fourteen-year-old goth who wore black eyeliner so thickly on her pale face that she looked like a zombie. She shrank further into the chair, one arm around her toy rabbit, Mr Big Ears.

      In a small voice she whined, ‘Do you have to go out?’

      Her mother’s mood changed instantly. ‘Of course I do. Paul is up for the best actor award. You know all this.’ Her voice rose as it did when she was displeased. That was her mother, one moment happy and lovable, the next cold and bad tempered. ‘We talked about it earlier when you were in the bath. I know things have felt different since we moved here but you’ll get used to it. You’ll have to get used to it. It’s only been three weeks. It’s going to feel odd. Now stop being difficult and make an effort. This is where we’re going to live, like it or not. And Natasha may look a little bit strange but she really likes you. She’s not one to show her emotions. Paul told me she likes you a lot. She’s going to be your new big sister when Paul and I get married.’

      Alice hated the idea of someone replacing Daddy but, no matter what, she knew it was going to happen. She had sulked and cried about it but Mummy only got cross with her and said she was behaving like a spoilt brat. The wedding was going to take place very soon. ‘A whirlwind romance,’ her mother had said. Alice fumed quietly. How could Daddy be so quickly forgotten? Her mother had met Paul and fallen head over heels in love with him less than a year after Daddy had been killed. Paul was obviously keen on Mummy too. He had showered her with expensive presents, including the beautiful crystal bracelet she was wearing. It had taken only three months of dating before he had invited her to move into the Farmhouse with him and his two teenagers, Natasha and Lucas.

      ‘I don’t want to leave,’ she wailed when her mother told her they were moving. ‘This is home. This is where you, me and Daddy lived.’

      Her mother held her by the wrists and looked into her eyes.

      ‘I know this is hard for you, but it has been dreadful for me too. I miss your father. I miss him so much but I can’t carry on living alone, trying to make ends meet. Paul is a good man. He’s kind and will look after us both. He’s very wealthy. He has a beautiful house near a lake and woods with a paddock. He even has ponies. What little girl wouldn’t want to live in a big house with a huge bedroom and ride ponies?’

      The truth was she didn’t care where they lived as long as she and Mummy were together. Ever since she had met Paul, Mummy hadn’t been so interested in her. She shooed her out of the room when Paul visited and instead of it being about what she and Mummy were going to do for the day, it became about what Mummy and Paul were going to do. She was losing Mummy day by day.

      She really wanted it to be just her and Mummy and Daddy again but that was never going to happen even though she had prayed and prayed for a miracle. She got a mini miracle when Mr Big Ears began to talk to her. He spoke to her just after Paul started coming around. He didn’t like Paul either. She understood the first time he spoke that somehow her daddy had worked out a way to come back and be with her. If only he could have found a way to be with Mummy. Life had been miserable without him, with Mummy crying all the time, and the flat getting dirtier and dirtier as she moped about the place. She knew Mummy liked Paul a lot. Too much. He had a nice smile and was very tall. He didn’t speak to Alice as if she was a little kid, and had told her he would never try to replace her father but he would always look out for her, and if she needed anything, she was to ask. Mr Big Ears didn’t believe him. Neither did she.

      She looked at her mother’s face, once again radiant at the prospect of going to a special film event, and she gripped Mr Big Ears tighter. He folded into her tiny frame, appearing to return the squeeze. Daddy had given her the toy rabbit and she adored him. Now, of course, since the mini miracle, he went everywhere with her. Mr Big Ears was her friend, her confidant and comfort when she was upset or had concerns. She spoke to him all the time and listened intently for her dead father’s voice coming from Mr Big Ear’s mouth. At the moment he was keeping his own counsel and stared into the distance, ignoring the conversation.

      Her mother walked away, collected her evening bag with the long gold chain from the granite worktop in the kitchen and glanced back into the snug.

      ‘Now, you’ll be a good girl for Natasha, won’t you? She’s in the front room watching a film if you need her.’

      She nodded. ‘Lucas?’ she asked in a small voice.

      ‘Lucas is in the village staying the night with his friend, Dan. Did you want him to be here too?’

      She shook her head. That was the last thing she wanted. Not after the last time.

      ‘Don’t go yet, Mummy,’ she shouted, panic rising in her small chest.

      Her mother hesitated at the kitchen door. ‘Don’t be silly. You’re a big girl now. You’ll have to get accustomed to me leaving you from time to time. We’ll be here when you wake up. Now, no more of this nonsense. Go straight up to bed when you’ve finished watching your cartoons and don’t play up for Natasha. Show her what a good girl you can be.’

      She wanted to call out again but her mother slipped through the door, leaving her curled up on the large chair, staring at the screen. She caught distant murmurings. Paul was telling Natasha to phone if she needed them. Natasha mumbled something in response. The heavy front door shut with a bang and she was left alone in the room with only the sound of the Roadrunner beeping triumphantly as it ran away from Wile E. Coyote. How she wished she could run like that. If she could, Lucas wouldn’t be able to catch her. She brushed the thoughts of Lucas away. He was not here tonight. She need not worry.

      The snug was the friendliest room in the vast house. It was an extension of the kitchen filled with bouncy pale green settees that matched the decor and a large television screen that dominated one wall. She preferred to stay in here rather than the formidable sitting room with its large settees facing each other beside a huge fireplace, and china ornaments of pale women who stared into space. She did not like the wooden-floored Victorian conservatory either, with huge glass windows that made her feel like she was in a giant goldfish bowl, and she had no interest in the music room, although she had tried to play a couple of tunes on the piano once or twice.

      Her mother was usually in the kitchen and Alice preferred to be near her, even if she was just in the background watching television while her mother drank wine with Paul. Natasha was fourteen and spent most of her time skulking in her room, her dark-rimmed eyes full of resentment and teenage angst. Lucas hardly frequented the snug, preferring his own room where he played loud rock music whose beat could be felt resonating throughout the house. Both of them spent most of the year at boarding schools but were currently at home for the school holidays.

      She had not made up her mind about how friendly Natasha really was. Natasha rarely smiled and seemed to ignore everything going on around her, especially her and Mummy, yet just occasionally she seemed to regard them with something of a wistful stare, much like a puppy who wants to be friends but is unsure how to instigate the relationship. However, before anyone could act upon it, the look would have vanished and Natasha would have retreated behind her white expressionless mask. She was probably not looking forward to gaining a little sister full-time.

      Then there was Lucas. A chill ran through her. He had seemed nice at first. A slight boy for his age who at almost sixteen had acne-scarred skin, eyes like dark coals and a cruel way of curling his lip when examining you. He had looked her up and down when she had first arrived then cocked his head on one side and announced it would be cool to have a kid sister. She had believed he was okay then. That was before. Before the horrible evening when he had done those things to her.

      The cartoon finished and she turned off the set. The Aga in the kitchen was alight and the place felt warm and cosy. The house was so different from where she and Mummy had lived before Mummy met Paul. Even though it had not been huge like this house, she had preferred the old flat with its shabbier furnishings and now she missed it. It was where she, Mummy and Daddy had lived before the accident. Clutching her rabbit, she headed to her room on the third floor away from the others. She preferred it that way. Up here she could hide from the life below and talk to Mr Big Ears.

      Her bedroom had been decorated for her in shades of pink with a princess theme. It was surprisingly neat for a young girl’s room, but she liked order and all her toys and dolls were lined up on the shelf at the far end of the room next to the en-suite bathroom. Tall wardrobes filled the other wall and the room seemed bare apart from the bed, a dressing table on which were displayed various ceramic animals all in a neat line, and a bedside table. She tidied from her bed the pencils and colouring book she had been using earlier that evening, placing the pencils in order of size on the bedside table. She pulled down the duvet cover and tucked Mr Big Ears into bed before removing her slippers and sliding in next to him. She kept her night light on and stared at the shadows on the walls.

      Darkness had always been her friend. Before that night, she had always welcomed it and snuggled down in her bed next to the rabbit, listening to his soft voice until sleep overtook her. Since that night, she had been more wary, leaving on the owl-shaped night light and often burying herself deep under the pink duvet covered with large flowers.

      It wouldn’t happen tonight. Lucas was out. She was safe. She hugged Mr Big Ears goodnight. He whispered that he thought Mummy had looked beautiful tonight and that one day she, Alice, would wear an identical dress to a ball and would look like a princess. She gave him an extra squeeze. She was sure he would have preferred Mummy to stay at home too.

      Just as she felt the first drifts of sleep overtaking her body, a creak on the stairs startled her awake. Mr Big Ears seemed to sit upright in dismay. She shoved him towards the bottom of the bed to hide him. Blood rushed to her ears and thudded there, its drumming obliterating any further sound. Her mind raced. Someone was heading for her room. The fifth stair on the staircase to the top floor let out a little groan when it was trodden on. That had been the sound she had heard.

      She had the sudden urge to go to the toilet. She could not wet the bed. She was a big girl. She would be nine years old in three months. She fought to control her bladder as she heard the door to her bedroom ease open and a voice whisper, ‘I’m coming to play. Are you ready?’

      Her body began to tremble. It was going to happen again. She wormed her way down the bed to hide then let out an inaudible squeak of terror as she felt the duvet being jerked away from her. She screwed her eyes up and wound herself into a tight ball. She felt cold hands pull at her shoulders. She curled up tighter.

      ‘Come on, little sister. It’s time to play our secret game. Wake up. You know you enjoy it.’

      The same hands pulled at her nightdress and raised it high above her hips. She could feel the cool air on her buttocks. Tears filled her eyes as she tried to wriggle away. She received a sharp slap on her backside. ‘Shush! No one can hear you.’

      He grabbed at her and tugged at her legs, twisting and pulling until she was flat on her back looking up into the soulless eyes.

      ‘That’s better. Time to play nicely,’ Lucas said. He stroked her face with a finger. She could smell alcohol on his breath. Sometimes Mummy smelt of drink. It usually made her more affectionate, and after a night of drinking wine downstairs, she would come to check on her daughter and plant a little kiss on her head before turning in for the night. This was nothing like that. Lucas’s breath smelt sour and she turned her head away. He didn’t care. He leant closer to her, eyes slightly unfocused and mumbled, ‘You’re so pretty. You’re perfect. I’ll like having such a pretty sister.’

      She tried to hold her breath while he spoke. Her heart hammered against her chest. She could feel him pressing into her and she knew what he was going to do next. It would be like last time when Mummy had gone out for dinner with Paul. That time, Lucas had been forced to stop because they had returned unexpectedly. He had threatened her as he left and she had not said a word about that night. Her mind had blocked most of it out and she had hoped it would not happen again, but feeling his warmth on top of her thin nightdress she knew this time she was not going to be so lucky.

      ‘You know what you have to do, don’t you, or I’ll tear off your rabbit’s head and pull out all his stuffing and I’ll make you watch while I do it. You wouldn’t want to be without Rabbit, would you?’ A malevolent grin spread across his face.

      He had threatened the same last time he had come to her room. He was going to rip Mr Big Ears apart if she didn’t play his little game with him. She couldn’t lose her rabbit. It was all that remained of Daddy. She fought back tears.

      Without taking his eyes off her, Lucas dropped his hand to the waistband on his tracksuit trousers. ‘Ready, little sister?’

      He dropped his pants and bottoms in one movement, releasing his member in front of her, and climbed on top of her again.

      ‘Go on. Touch it.’ He grabbed her wrist and forced her hand towards it. ‘Hold it,’ he hissed. She opened her hand and grasped it. He groaned.

      ‘That’s it. Rub it like I told you last time.’

      She did as bidden.

      ‘No. That’s not right,’ he suddenly exclaimed as his erection began to wither. ‘You’re doing it wrong!’ He grabbed her by the waist and, in one easy movement, rolled over onto his back, pulling her on onto his lap, clamping her there. He could feel her nakedness against his own. A smile crept over his lips as a new thought occurred to him.

      ‘It won’t hurt. It’ll be our special bond. Our brother and sister secret,’ he whispered.

      A finger found its way into her, pushed deeper into her, probing and searching. Too terrified to move, she allowed another finger to enter her, stretching her further. Large tears began to form. She wanted Lucas to stop but he was lost in his world muttering incoherent words.

      She squirmed and wriggled but he was too strong for her. He was hurting her. She was about to scream for him to stop then she heard Daddy’s voice. He was very cross with Lucas. Lucas should not be doing this. Mr Big Ears had moved and was now beside her leg. He looked up at her earnestly. He had something urgent to tell her about her bedside table. She listened. The tears stopped, to be replaced by a rush of something else – a force so great she had little control over it. She was not going to let Lucas do this to her. Lucas was now making guttural noises of pleasure, his eyes closed. She chose her moment and when Big Ears shouted ‘Ready!’ she reached forward for the object, breaking contact with Lucas and distracting him. His eyes flew open and he screamed in surprise as she raised the sharpened red pencil in her hand and jabbed it hard into his left eye.
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      Robyn Carter sat in her five-year-old silver Polo watching and waiting for the front door to open – she couldn’t pass the time by reading or doing a crossword because she had to be ready to act. Her video camera lay on the passenger seat next to a discarded fruit-and-nut-bar wrapper.

      Her quarry, Terence Smith, was inside number 52 Rosewood Avenue and she needed to catch him soon. Terence had made an insurance claim for a bad back, allegedly injured while lifting barrels at a pub. Something about his claim had raised suspicions at the insurance company and they had hired R. & J. Associates to investigate its validity.

      She had been in her car since seven o’clock simply staring at the door. Much of her work involved hanging around outside houses or workplaces and could be mind-numbingly dull at times, but Robyn did not complain. She had time on her side and she had plenty of patience; her skills had been honed in the police force.

      She checked her watch – a sixteenth birthday present from her parents who, at the time, had despaired at their daughter’s terrible timekeeping. Simple in style with a white face and delicate golden pointers, the watch kept accurate time. It had never let her down. Thanks to it, Robyn had known exactly what time her parents had been struck and killed by a drunken lorry driver while out walking their retriever, Rufus. She had known what time Dr Mahmoud had given her the news she was expecting a child. She had even known what time she had returned to their hotel room in Marrakesh, bursting to tell her fiancé Davies, who worked for Military Intelligence, about the baby. He was not back from a meeting with an informant who knew the location of several militant cells, and she had waited eagerly, anticipating the look that would appear on his face when she told him. She also had known what time the phone rang when a subdued voice told her Davies had been killed in an ambush just outside the city. And she had known what time she miscarried the tiny life form inside her. All of which seemed a lifetime ago. She had changed a lot since those days. She rubbed the leather strap absent-mindedly and checked the time. It was exactly nine thirty when the man emerged from his home.

      Robyn was parked thirty yards down the road. Ross, her associate, was parked facing the opposite direction so they had the man covered should he turn right or left out of the driveway.

      Robyn snatched the video camera from the seat and pressed the record button. Terence Smith was in his fifties, stocky and balding. He whistled as he headed with a confident swagger towards the driver’s door of his Ford Mondeo. As he reached it, the car keys slipped from his grip, tumbling to the ground with a clatter. He bent down to collect them in one swoop before swinging open the door to the car and jumping in. ‘Gotcha,’ she murmured as she captured footage of him getting into the vehicle with no evidence of any back pain or restricted movement.

      Robyn had been trailing the man all week and had already filmed him going to the supermarket, where he had emerged with two large carrier bags of goods that he had hurled into the back of his car with little effort.

      She put aside the camera. It was time to pursue Terence. She guessed he would be heading to the Mucky Duck, a down-and-out pub in the nearby village where he had a part-time job as a barman. She might even catch him out, declaring he needed to change a barrel. Sure enough, Terence’s car passed hers and she started the Polo’s motor, ready to follow at a safe distance.

      Unlike surveillance of unfaithful husbands, gathering evidence for an insurance claim could take weeks if not months of watching the claimant for hours on end. Robyn accepted the tedium that accompanied such a case, focusing only on getting results. She was a results woman. She would catch this guy no matter how long it took to collect the evidence. She overtook a Toyota Prius driven at a snail’s pace and eased in behind the Ford Mondeo. She was not concerned about someone spotting her. She had perfected the art of being a chameleon. Neither she nor her bland car attracted attention of any kind. Her dashboard lit up as a telephone call came through.

      ‘Hey, Ross.’

      A voice, roughened by decades of smoking growled, ‘Looks like you win again. I’m going back to the office and will let you deal with this.’

      ‘No problems. I’ll catch up with you later.’

      ‘No can do. I’m going to check out Robert Brannigan tonight. His wife phoned the office earlier and said he was going out with friends but she thinks he’s going to see the new mistress. Said something about telltale signs of new jeans and aftershave. It’s happened before. She’s highly suspicious.’

      ‘Good luck with that. Not my favourite job.’ She hated having to tell the client they were right all along and email them photographs of their loved one in compromising situations, all the while knowing it would rip them apart.

      ‘A job’s a job. You become hardened to it after a while, although looking at Robert Brannigan, I’d be very surprised if he’s having an affair. He’s got to be one of the ugliest guys on the planet. Who’d want to shag him?’

      ‘Women are attracted to power. Maybe that’s the reason. Think of all those ugly pop stars and politicians with stunning girlfriends. Robert’s a local councillor. Bet someone got all heated up at the prospect of him making important decisions about speed bumps and rubbish recycling and couldn’t wait to jump into bed with him.’

      Ross picked up on the tone in her voice and scoffed in agreement. ‘That’ll be it. Or some old dear wants him to get her a disabled badge so she can park closer to the shops.’ He laughed at the thought. ‘Okay, I’ll catch you tomorrow. Hope you have a barrel of laughs at the pub.’

      Ross disconnected, leaving Robyn shaking her head at the terrible pun. Ross was never one for long conversations. He was her cousin and a decade older than her at almost fifty. His face was friendly at times with green eyes over which heavy brows waggled in amusement, but generally it was unremarkable. His dark hair, flecked with the odd grey, had a life of its own, sticking up regardless of how often he combed it, making him look unkempt and vague – a look that was deceptive, disguising, as it did, a sharp brain and a keen eye.

      Robyn had a great deal of respect for her cousin. He had been there for her when she returned to the UK from Morocco, a shadow of her former self. Her lover and unborn child had both been stolen from her so quickly that her mind and spirit were shattered. She needed time to heal. She took a leave of absence from the police force – a job that until then she had loved. Ross and his wife, Jeanette, had looked after her, coaxed her back to life and, ever practical, Ross had suggested she join him at his private investigation agency for a while, until she could face a future with the force again. It had been the lifeline she needed. She had begun working with Ross. The work was varied but not too taxing, the hours were dreadful, allowing her no social life whatsoever, and most of the time she didn’t need to talk to anyone. In short, it was perfect for her.

      She glanced in the rear-view mirror. The Prius had disappeared from sight and was undoubtedly holding up a stream of traffic. They were approaching the Mucky Duck pub, so she dropped back, waited for Terence Smith to signal and turn into the car park, then she drove past and parked further down the road. Robyn checked her mobile, ensuring it was on record mode, waited five minutes, then grabbed her notepad and pen and headed into the pub.

      Behind the bar Terence was chatting to a girl in her early twenties, heavily made up and wearing what Robyn’s mother would have described as a belt for a skirt. For one moment her thoughts drifted to her parents and her mother’s effervescent laugh. Both of her parents had enjoyed life, their house filled with laughter. Her childhood had been a happy one. But she couldn’t dwell on that now. She shook her head to clear it and slid up to the bar where Terence threw her a cursory glance.

      ‘What can I get you, love?’ he asked.

      ‘Orange juice,’ she replied. He nodded and turned away. She had barely flickered on his radar. He was more engrossed in the conversation about a customer who had come on to his young colleague.

      ‘Dirty little sod. I bet he was married ’n’ all,’ Terence commented as he poured the orange juice.

      He plonked the glass on a mat in front of Robyn. ‘Two pounds fifty, love, ta,’ he said, collecting the coins she had pushed forward and turning his attention to two new customers, now greeting him in loud voices.

      ‘All right, Smithy? You still on for the match on Saturday?’

      ‘Yeah, reckon,’ replied Terence. ‘It’s gonna be a right ol’ game. Those boys from Sandtown are reckless bastards. Reckon they’ll try and mince us good ’n’ proper. More likely want to give us a good kicking than play friendly footie. I’ve been in training though.’ He shot a grin and flexed his biceps. ‘Lifted thirty kilos today. I’ll be ready to punch the livin’ daylights out of that clever twat of a midfielder. I’ll smack him on the nose if he tries anything this week. He sliced through Gazza deliberately last time and it’s about time we evened with him.’

      No one gave Robyn a second glance. Her phone rested on the bar and she scribbled a few lines in her book that referred to ‘presentation’ and ‘blue sky thinking’. If anyone glimpsed it they would assume she was preparing for a meeting. Although she was tall at five foot ten inches, her flat-heeled boots, worn under dark jeans and teamed with a grey hooded top, did nothing to attract attention. Her mousy-brown hair tumbled forward, hiding her face that was free of make-up, and her large dark-framed glasses hid the deep-blue, searching eyes behind them. When Robyn wanted to, she could shake off any attention. It was a skill she had perfected over the years and it had served her well. Even after meeting her, no one could ever describe her appearance. She was ‘average’, and as far as she was concerned that was the best cover possible for a private investigator or, at times, for a detective inspector in the Staffordshire Police.

      The men continued to bandy insults and talk about football while Terence Smith went out the back. Along with the photographs, Robyn had sufficient evidence from his earlier conversation to leave him be for now. She had already built up a pretty damning case against him. The match at the weekend should prove to be the final piece she required, and once she had photographic evidence of him playing in the match, she would hand it all over to the insurance company to take the necessary measures. She downed her juice and left the bar without anyone noticing her.

      Once back in the Polo, she checked the recording. Smith’s voice was clear. This was useful evidence. She looked in the rear-view mirror and smiled without humour at her reflection. The plain woman with the large aquiline nose and pale face who stared back could be any age from thirty to fifty. Within seconds she had discarded the glasses, yanked off the wig and twisted her long chestnut hair into a ponytail. She put the car into first gear and puttered away. Her stomach growled loudly, reminding her she had not eaten all day. Robyn rarely listened to her stomach’s complaints. She was not interested in food or drink. What she needed now was a serious endorphin rush.

      [image: ]

      The gym was empty apart from the usual gym rats always there at this time of day. Robyn wondered if they actually ever left the place. It didn’t seem to matter when she arrived, whether it was six o’clock in the morning or nine at night, the same three people would be found pumping iron or racing on one of the treadmills, heads down, lost in a world of music piped into their ears. Robyn needed her fix but at least she could still drag herself away and hold down a job. These guys looked like they’d break down and cry if you told them they couldn’t work out.

      She dropped her towel over the front of the treadmill and performed some stretches to limber up. She’d been cooped up in the Polo too long and her neck crunched as she gently stretched it to one side and then the other.

      Climbing onto the treadmill, she set off at a gentle pace. Robyn didn’t hold with starting too quickly. Like everything in her life, her training was measured, slow and steady. She would increase the speed when her body was ready. She fell into a rhythmical stride, ignoring her reflection in the mirror as her ponytail bounced up and down. Although it was useful to check positions when working with weights or equipment, she didn’t like watching herself run. Instead, she lazily regarded the reflections of the other people in the gym. In one corner, a woman in her forties was doing crunches while lying on a large blue stability ball. Tricia was divorced and hell-bent on attracting as much male attention as possible. She had spent a considerable amount of the divorce settlement on liposuction and breast augmentation and had been coming to the gym every day for the last six months. She took delight in wearing the skimpiest of tops and figure-hugging Lycra shorts. She nodded at Robyn. She only ever spoke to the male members of the gym.

      Robyn upped the speed on the treadmill. Unlike others, she didn’t use headphones when she exercised. She preferred her senses to always be on alert.

      Tricia finished her crunches and admired her reflection before heading towards the exit where she stood chatting to one of the trainers – Dean. He taught the kick-boxing classes and some of the high-impact aerobics. Robyn preferred spinning classes during which she would work out on a stationary bike to improve her stamina. It did not encourage chatter or conviviality – certainly not the way Robyn approached it, ratcheting the resistance up as high as she could on her bicycle and racing at full speed, motivated by the pumping beat of the music and the shouts of encouragement from the fitness instructor.

      When she was training for one of the many triathlons she entered, she would combine spinning classes and weight training with running and would also ride for miles on her racing bike – an Italian model with a carbon frame. She wasn’t going through such a high period of training at the moment and allowed herself some slack.

      Robyn appreciated her body. It had seen her through some horrendous situations and in return she looked after it. Her physique was like that of a highly trained athlete – muscular, taut and ready for any eventuality.

      A quiet inner voice asked her if this was what she had become, no more than a robotic machine that trained, fuelled up and worked all hours possible. She silenced the voice and pounded along the treadmill at a faster pace, wondering if she had sufficient evidence to convict Terence Smith of fraud. If she had, she would need another case, something new to distract her from the voices in her head and the pain that threatened to overwhelm her. She listened to the comforting swoosh-swoosh noise of the machine as she ran. Endorphins began to build up in her body and produce a feeling of well-being that was addictive. The moment of anxiety passed. She would control the voices and keep the pain caged. Heaven help her if ever they were unleashed.
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      Abigail Thorne wiped her daughter’s face with a damp cloth and admired her handiwork. Izzy gave her a gummy smile, revealing the two bottom incisors that had been troubling her the last few weeks. The puréed apple that had been all over her dimpled cheeks had vanished.

      ‘That’s better, you little monkey,’ she joked, tickling Izzy’s toes. ‘No more breakfast or snacks for you, young lady. Not until everyone has seen how pretty you look in your new dress.’

      Two arms circled her waist and she felt warm breath as her husband Jackson pressed his lips against the nape of her neck. A frisson of pleasure rippled through her for the briefest of seconds. She tried to conjure its return but it had vanished as quickly as it had arrived.

      ‘How’s our little angel today?’

      ‘She’s great. She doesn’t seem bothered any more by the second tooth and she ate all her breakfast.’

      Abigail moved away reluctantly to replace the facecloth on the sink. Izzy let out a coo of excitement at seeing her father and raised her arms.

      ‘Hello, little Splodge,’ he said, making her burble with glee. ‘Do you want to be an aeroplane?’ She gurgled some more and tried to wriggle free from the high chair.

      ‘Whoa. Wait for Daddy,’ he said, unfastening the restraining strap and releasing the child. Izzy’s eyes opened wide with delight as he hoisted her above his head and spun her around, all the while making a low drone like the noise of an engine.

      Abigail cautioned him. ‘Don’t spin her too much. She’s only just finished eating.’

      ‘She’ll be fine. Takes after the old man. Constitution of an ox,’ he replied, whooshing Izzy high and low, relishing the hearty chuckles that burst forth from the child’s mouth. Abigail smiled at their antics and for a moment forgot why she had been feeling so low. Jackson stopped at last and held Izzy at arm’s length. ‘That’s enough, Splodge. Don’t want purée surprise in my face.’ He settled the child in her playpen in the corner of the kitchen where she rolled onto her side contentedly and grabbed at a small patchwork dog, stuffing it in her mouth, all the while observing her parents with large blue eyes.

      ‘How’s my big angel, then?’ Jackson asked, moving towards the coffee maker and putting a cup under the machine.

      ‘Fine,’ she replied.

      ‘You sure? You’ve been a bit quiet the last few weeks,’ he said, trying to keep his voice gentle. ‘I know I’ve been getting in at all hours, and I expect that doesn’t help.’

      ‘It’s not that,’ she replied. Her problems weren’t down to Jackson. ‘I’ve been a bit under the weather. Izzy has been grumbling at nights thanks to teething and I’ve not been getting enough sleep. And when she is awake, she’s full on. Never seems to need a nap, unlike her mum. I’m just lacking energy, that’s all.’

      She understood the subtext of his concern. The night before, Jackson had come to bed ready for some action but she had pretended to be asleep. He had tried the usual tactics, but she had feigned sleep and lay still until he had given up, and with a sigh, rolled away to the far side of the bed. She had stayed stock-still until she heard his breathing begin to deepen, and only then had she dared to move and roll onto her back, where she stared into the dark space and wondered for the umpteenth time what to do about her flagging sex drive.

      Jackson should have been at work that morning. It felt strange to have him at home. They had a set routine and it unsettled her to have it disturbed. Normally, he would have left early, and even if he was on a later flight, it was Abigail who rose early to attend to Izzy while he caught up on precious sleep before showering and heading off to the airport to file his flight plan and check on weather conditions.

      Izzy was the focus of her attention these days. Each day was carefully planned around Izzy’s needs and demands. If they went out, it required forethought to ensure Abigail left with sufficient baby wipes, nappies, fresh clothes, bottles and the usual paraphernalia that parents acquire along with their child. If they were at home, it was surprising how quickly the day passed juggling housework, shopping and caring for Izzy. Abigail adored being a mother. She had loved being pregnant and read up on each stage of development baby Izzy had reached. She bloomed during pregnancy, enjoying the ripeness of her body, the fullness of her breasts, and she was filled with anticipation and love for the child she had yet to meet.

      Motherhood had come naturally to her and she did not want to let her precious baby out of her sight for one minute. She was going to give her child every ounce of attention. That was part of the problem. While Abigail was so focused on being a great mother, she had given up on being a wife.

      Then there was Jackson’s job. He worked odd hours as a private pilot for an executive airline – BizzyAir Business Aviation – an airline he had set up himself with only one small aircraft two years before he had met Abigail. Nowadays, he operated two aircraft – a Gulfstream 550 jet that could carry up to sixteen passengers and fly for over twelve hours without a fuel stop, which was popular for transatlantic flights, and a Citation Jet III that carried up to seven passengers and could fly for almost five hours without a fuel stop, which he used mostly for trips into Europe. He employed several pilots to take them all over the world, but he still flew regularly; it was not unusual for him to get called into work at an ungodly hour to fly a jet to Amsterdam or the south of Spain, where his clients could attend meetings and return home in time for an evening meal with family, or in time to join them for breakfast. His erratic hours meant they had little family life but Abigail had not minded, happy to enjoy the time he was away with her pink-cheeked daughter.

      ‘So what shall we do today?’ he said, collecting his cup from the coffee machine. ‘Fancy taking Izzy to see the animals at the petting zoo?’

      She felt guilty at her response. ‘I’m meeting the girls for coffee this morning. I haven’t seen them for ages, what with Izzy being so miserable with her teeth and their busy work schedules. I didn’t expect you to get a day off,’ she added, spotting the flash of disappointment cross his face. He lifted the cup to his lips.

      ‘You could cancel,’ he said. ‘Tell them I’m home?’

      He grinned at her – a sexy smile that had always made her veins fizz with longing. Today, it did not have the desired effect. She shook her head.

      ‘Sorry, it’s too last minute to cancel. Zoe has used a day off especially. It’s a lot harder for her now she works in London,’ she said, knowing it was a lame excuse.

      Jackson opened his mouth to speak but Izzy chose that moment to belch loudly and regurgitate some of her breakfast. Abigail sighed and started over to the playpen to collect her daughter, whose chin was now covered in yellow-green goo. Jackson raised his eyebrows in apology. ‘Maybe she hasn’t got her daddy’s constitution,’ he said. ‘Sorry, babe.’ He reached out a hand as Abigail passed, rested it on her arm and looked into her eyes.

      She halted for an instant. ‘It’s okay.’

      ‘Is it?’ The meaning in his question was clear.

      ‘Of course it is. Now I’d better get this little lady cleaned up.’

      She lifted the child from the playpen, complete with patchwork dog clutched firmly in her tiny fist. Izzy regarded her with innocent eyes and a look of wonder, and cooed – a warm, bubbly sound that made Abigail smile.

      ‘I’ll clean her up,’ said Jackson. ‘It was my fault.’

      Abigail shook her head. ‘It’s fine. I’ll sort her out.’ She left him standing against the kitchen worktop. He looked slightly forlorn and she hesitated, wanting to say something appropriate to make everything right again, but she couldn’t. She had kept too many secrets from him and she couldn’t tell him the real reason she had been anxious and so distracted. The note that had been hand-delivered through her letter box the week before had thrown her completely. Someone knew about her past and it had unnerved her. She had used Izzy’s teething problems as an excuse for her behaviour, but the true reason was one she could not share with anyone, not even Jackson. And now, added to that, the mobile phone pressed into the back pocket of her jeans with its taunting message was threatening to change everything.

      As she cleaned up the wriggling baby, she reflected on her life with Jackson. He had never given her any reason to doubt him. Life was as near perfect as it could be. She had everything she could ever hope for – a kind, handsome husband who doted on her and baby Izzy. He could not fake that look he got in his eyes when he gazed at their daughter curled up, tiny fist in her mouth, or the way he held Abigail in bed at night, one arm protectively around her shoulders, holding her towards his chest where she could hear his heartbeat, steady, regular and strong. The text on her mobile was no more than a stupid prank, or it had been sent to the wrong person. She needed to get a grip.

      That said, since she’d given birth to Izzy a few things had changed. First, the endless sleepless nights where Izzy had cried and cried and cried. Nothing Abigail or Jackson had tried pacified the baby. She took it on herself to stay up with Izzy, comforting her, rocking her, singing to her and walking up and down the nursery until she knew every inch of the room. As she became worn down through lack of sleep, she lost confidence in herself. Even though Jackson never gave her reason to doubt she was still attractive, she became convinced she was. She was far too aware of her floppy belly and sagging breasts that had never had enough milk for Izzy and now were empty and useless. Her insides felt stretched and the rip she had suffered when Izzy’s head had pushed through still seemed to be sore even though the stitches had long since dissolved.

      She needed to remember who she had been before baby Izzy became the focus of their existence; she needed to make more of herself. Jackson had fallen for a vibrant woman filled with energy who loved being with people and laughing at life.

      He laughed less these days. When had she lost the ability to make him laugh? She gazed at her dark-circled eyes and noticed the roots of her hair were showing. They needed some attention. She ought to have made an appointment at the hairdresser’s before now. Somehow it hadn’t seemed important, and there was always Izzy to play with or sort out. There was no time for Abigail herself any more. Abigail had transformed into a tracksuit-wearing frump. If she didn’t watch out, Jackson would definitely become fed up with his dull wife and look elsewhere. Izzy looked up with bright, focused eyes filled with wonder. Abigail’s heart flipped, much as it had when she had first set eyes on Jackson, and a sudden warmth filled her entire being. Love was such a fierce, protective emotion. In that instance, she reached a decision. The warning text was the wake-up call she needed.

      She headed for the bedroom and placed the now clean Izzy on the carpet. The baby watched her, fist in mouth. Abigail hunted in her wardrobe, slipped into a pair of black fitted trousers and teamed it with a fetching Armani T-shirt that flattered her shape. Jackson had always liked her in it. She slicked on some mascara, bounced a brush with bronzer over her cheekbones and applied a deep red lipstick that harmonised with the auburn lowlights in her hair. Izzy gurgled in approval.

      She extracted the phone and read the text for the last time: You are not the only one keeping secrets. Ask Jackson what his are. Surely it was a joke? The text came from a number she did not know. Her fingers hovered over the keys. She ought to reply but she didn’t want to engage in conversation with a stranger. There were all sorts of weird scams these days. In the end she replied: Go and annoy someone else and deleted the offending text once and for all. She picked up Izzy who began to jiggle up and down in delight at going back downstairs to see her father.

      ‘Come on, little Miss Mischief, let’s go show Daddy how pretty we both are.’
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      Paul Matthews laced his Skechers Go Run trainers, a bargain at less than twenty-five pounds, yet rated as one of the best in a survey that claimed expensive, top-brand running shoes were rated more poorly than some cheap brands. They were, he concluded, very comfortable and didn’t rub his feet, which were calloused and worn through neglect. The same article went on to say that an anonymous bidder now owned the spikes Roger Bannister wore during that record-breaking four-minute mile. They were purchased at auction at Christie’s in London. The shoes sold for seven times their estimated value. He gave a wry smile and looked at his blue trainers. He’d be lucky if his fetched a few pounds in a charity shop.

      His back twinged in protest as he drew his six-foot, three-inch frame up to its full height, a reminder that he ought to sit down for such actions. He was no longer a young man, and although, at sixty, Paul still had the physique of a man some twenty years younger, he had recently begun to feel his age. That was in part due to his son, Lucas, but more to the guilt that weighed him down each day. He mentally cursed Lucas who had brought his problems to Paul’s door and opened up the past – a past that Paul had wanted to obliterate from his memory.

      He lifted his house key from inside a wooden box on the wall, easily mistaken for a piece of art. Paul was cautious. He had watched documentaries about house safety and knew some of the tricks thieves employed to find keys carelessly abandoned on console tables in entrance halls or left in door locks. And now there was a new threat. He locked the back door and checked the handle. He needed to be even more careful now. He slipped the key into his lightweight jacket pocket, zipping it and patting it, feeling the metal for reassurance before he jogged down his garden path and into a vast field of maize, following the trodden path that skirted it, just as he did every afternoon.

      A pale yellow sun in a lightly veiled sky struggled to warm the ground. A heavy shower had fallen earlier, and now the air smelled damp and humid. Paul ran on, lost in thought, oblivious to the wet leaves that slapped against his legs as he brushed past the tall plants and headed down the hillside towards the reservoir, which sparkled like a huge grey diamond in the near distance. Paul preferred to run in the late afternoon. He was unlikely to meet any dog walkers, ramblers or twitchers, most of whom would have packed up and returned home by now, or they’d be sitting in any one of the welcoming pubs in Abbots Bromley, enjoying a well-earned pint.

      He ran lightly, heels bouncing over pine-needle-strewn paths that twisted between tall trees whose canopies rose so high, little light could enter. He weaved past aged oak trees, guided by memory, ducking under boughs gnarled with time and jumping over broken branches that lay dry and twisted like dark brown bones on the floor. The organic compost aroma of rotting vegetation rose in waves around him and the freshness chilled the sweat that trickled down his neck.

      En route he passed golden dock and orange foxtail plants – beautiful names for plants associated with the muddy, seasonally inundated edges of water bodies, which had chosen the reservoir woods as their habitat. Now flanked by elm, oak, birch and several sycamore trees with trunks of light grey and white, he jogged on, his breath deeper, his muscles beginning to ache with the effort of driving onwards at the same relentless pace. These grey-trunked trees were his favourites, and best enjoyed in autumn.

      For a while he forgot about Lucas, recalling an article he had recently come across about the Egyptian goddess Hathor, the holy cow, who sat in a sycamore tree at sunset to create the world.

      There was no goddess in these sycamore trees, nothing but eerie silence as he raced by, his heels crushing fallen leaves.

      Autumn was Paul’s favourite season. The wood took on rich colours: russets, chartreuse and cardinal reds he wished he could capture on canvas. Then sycamore seeds would rotate to the ground like small helicopters. He wished he had spent time with Lucas and shown him such beauty. Maybe his son would have turned out differently if only Paul had invested the time. Bad father. You could learn so much from nature. Sycamores possess the ability to grow in the shade of their parent. What a shame Lucas had not grown in his father’s shade. Things would have been so different.

      From the corner of his eye Paul spotted a movement but didn’t catch what it was. Deer often roamed in these woods, and he had seen a roe deer only a couple of weeks ago, the russet brown of its rump and the flash of white of its undertail as it fled into the dark woods.

      He squinted as rays of light seeped through trees and blinded him temporarily, and then he felt the trees folding in on him, his brain not comprehending but his instinct forcing his arms forward to break the fall. He lay winded, hands grazed, a sharp pain in his right ankle. Then, grimacing, he hauled himself to an upright position, clinging onto the gnarly tree where he had fallen. A paper-thin piece of bark pulled away, crumbled and dropped its powder residue onto his bleeding fingers. He touched his face, already swollen, and traced a thick line of blood that dribbled down his cheek.

      His ankle protested at the weight on it. He had never fallen over before. He must be getting really old, he mused. He should take up a different activity. Then there was a crack. Someone or something was hidden in the trees – a walker, or a birdwatcher perhaps. He searched for life but saw nothing.

      ‘Hello! Is there anyone there? Could you give me hand? I’ve had a fall,’ he shouted. ‘Please,’ he shouted. There was no reply. He looked down at his cheap trainers, wondering if they were to blame for his accident, and spotted the reason he had tumbled. A piece of thick plastic rope like washing line was attached to the tree. Someone had intentionally tripped him.

      He had no time to deliberate further. A figure came into view and stood by the trees.

      An invisible hand gripped Paul’s pulsating heart. His senses told him to run but the pain emanating from his foot meant he would manage no more than a hobble.

      The figure moved closer. Shadows fell across its face, creating a grotesque mask.

      Paul drew a deep breath. ‘We need to talk. This is getting out of hand. We can sort it out.’

      The figure moved even closer, and camouflaged against the trees it seemed like a spirit or angel floating towards him. It raised both hands, revealing what had been hidden before.

      ‘Too late,’ the figure replied. ‘You had your chance.’

      Before he could react, the figure flew at him. A scream rose in his throat but did not reach his mouth. He dropped to the ground soundlessly. His final performance over.
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      The coughing alerted Robyn to the fact Ross had arrived.

      ‘I hate these bloody e-cigarette things,’ he grumbled. ‘I look such a twit smoking them. They are so uncool.’

      ‘Unlike other cigarettes that make you look really cool, especially when you hack your lungs up. And don’t get me started on how they lead to potential life-threatening illnesses. Get over it. You know we only make you smoke those e-cigarettes because we care about you and you refused to go cold turkey. You’ll feel much healthier once you get some of that tar out of your system.’

      ‘I should know better than to expect any sympathy from you. You’re one of those health nuts. You eat muesli for breakfast, for heaven’s sake,’ he said in a disgusted tone. ‘You can’t possibly understand what it’s like for me. I’ve been a smoker since I was twelve. It’s not easy to give up just like that.’ He dragged on the e-cigarette and scowled. ‘And these are really pricey.’

      ‘I guess so, and you can hardly roll your own e-ciggy, can you?’

      He barked a quick laugh. That was one of the things about Ross she liked, he never stayed in a bad mood for long. He shoved the metallic object into his pocket and squatted against the corner of his desk. His blue trousers rucked up to reveal mismatched socks. Sartorial elegance wasn’t his forte.

      ‘Sorted the Terence Smith case?’ he enquired, noting the paperwork next to her computer.

      Robyn swivelled to face him. ‘It was just a matter of time. Once he admitted to playing football, I knew I didn’t need much more evidence. I’ve typed up the report,’ she said. ‘It’s ready to be sent to the insurance company. Just need some photographs of him playing football at the weekend and it’s all set to go. How did you get on last night?’

      He scratched away an itch on his ear. ‘Wasted night. I tailed Robert to the pub. Figured he was meeting his woman there but it turned out he was involved in a card game with his mates and they had a lock-in. Sat in the car in case he went on to his mistress afterwards but he didn’t. He rolled out of the pub and went home like a good boy. I didn’t get home till after two o’clock. Woke up Jeanette. You can imagine how that went down. She’s got an important meeting this morning.’

      Jeanette Cunningham was a ‘vintage dolly’ – a slim woman in her late thirties, usually dressed in a skirt teamed with a jacket or cardigan and with hair immaculately swept into a pompadour hairstyle. She was a complete contrast to her husband. Although she had no full-time employment, she was an active member of the local Women’s Institute, sat on the board of various local charities and was highly respected within the community. It was a surprise to most people in the town that she and Ross had survived twenty years of marriage given his ridiculous working hours and lack of dress sense, but anyone who knew them well understood the fierce loyalty and love that kept them glued together.

      ‘I don’t suppose Jeanette was that annoyed. It’s not in her nature to get cross with you over work. More likely annoyed that you had been scoffing large bags of crisps while on watch. You did, didn’t you? You really are going to have to get on board with these lifestyle changes she’s implementing or you won’t see sixty.’

      Ross made a harrumphing noise, indicating the subject was closed.

      ‘I’ll go to the football match on Saturday and take photographs of Smith. There’s a new case if you want to take it,’ he said. ‘I know you are returning to Staffordshire Police imminently but it looks like I’m stuck with Robert Brannigan for some time yet and can’t get started on it. And it’s an urgent case. Trailing Robert is a dull job, especially if he isn’t having an affair at all. I’ll have to follow him around all the pubs in the area. Still, I suppose it’s more interesting than being an accountant, or a window cleaner, or a train driver…’

      Robyn held up her hand to stop his meanderings. ‘I’ve got the idea. So what’s this case? Will I have time to see it through before I start work again for the police?’

      He dropped a piece of paper onto her desk. ‘Possibly not. It’s a missing husband. Lucas Matthews, aged thirty. His wife says he’s been gone almost two weeks. She’s not keen to contact the police, which seems a bit curious. I explained you are a DI who is working temporarily with me, and after a while she said she’d talk to you first. She doesn’t want to officially report him missing until she’s spoken to you. Apparently, he often goes away but this time it’s different. He’s not been in contact. Be something fresh to get your teeth into, and hopefully a darn sight more interesting than chasing around after fraudulent insurance-claim cases. If you could at least get started on it while I deal with Bob, then I’ll take over. You’ve got a few days before you return to the fold. The wife sounded desperate.’

      ‘Okay. But you already knew I’d say that, didn’t you?’

      Ross gave her a sheepish grin. ‘I thought it would pique your interest.’

      Robyn tilted back on her chair and levelled her gaze at her cousin. He was clearing his throat as he did when he was about to say something he didn’t want to say. He scrubbed a hand across his face, as if he was trying to rub some life into it.

      ‘On another matter, Jeanette is a little concerned about you. We both are.’

      It came out in a rush, his eyebrows high apologetic arches.

      ‘You have no need to be worried.’

      ‘She thinks you’re losing weight again and not eating properly. She’s been blaming me for putting you on these long hours. You sure you’re ready to return to the force?’

      Robyn studied her fingernails intently before replying. ‘I’m ready. It’s been great doing this job with you but I need to get my teeth into more juicy cases. I need more stimulation. You understand, don’t you? No offence. And I am fine. Just been training harder than usual. Helps to numb the pain.’

      Ross nodded his affirmation. ‘That’s what I told her. I know you’ve been going to the gym after work. I figured out the reason. You see, I’m not a bad detective. All those years working for the Staffordshire Police have paid off. I can still sniff out trouble and can still spot all the clues, although it didn’t take a great brain to work out you’d be feeling low at this time. Jeanette wants to know if you’d like to come round for dinner at the weekend. She’s planning on making one of her special lasagne dishes. The one filled with artery-clogging béchamel sauce and juicy mincemeat.’

      ‘I thought you were supposed to be eating healthily.’

      ‘It’s a treat for doing so well with my e-cigarettes. Man has to have his little treats. So will you join us?’

      ‘Thanks. I’d love to.’

      She knew Jeanette would have planned the meal deliberately. This weekend marked the anniversary of the death of Robyn and Davies’s daughter. It made no difference that she had only been nine weeks and probably weighed no more than three grams. She would have resembled a very tiny human being, complete with internal organs. Robyn fought back the memory. She swung her chair back, rose in one swift movement and, grabbing her car keys, picked up the paper and said, ‘Right, that’s sorted. I’ll get onto this case straight away. I’ll call Matthews en route.’

      She tossed the Smith file onto his desk, gave Ross a quick peck on the cheek, mumbled her thanks and disappeared out of the door. Ross pulled out his e-cigarette and dragged thoughtfully on it, before opening a drawer in his desk and extracting a packet of biscuits.

      [image: ]

      Mulwood Avenue was grand, lined with leafy mulberry trees and bordered by wide pavements. This was an upmarket neighbourhood with large residences hidden behind high brick walls and gated entrances. Robyn arrived at number thirty-three and pressed the intercom button, staring directly into the camera placed strategically above it. A buzzer sounded and the imposing gates creaked open inch by inch to reveal a characterless, modern, detached house. Somebody had attempted to give it some individuality by creating a large stained-glass window to one side of the front door. Robyn pulled up beside the new BMW cabriolet standing on the drive and crunched over gravel to the door where she was met by frenzied barking. A woman’s voice shouted, ‘Just a moment. I need to put the dog in the kitchen.’ This was followed by various commands to the small animal that was clearly reluctant to be dragged away.

      Finally, the door opened to reveal a woman in her fifties, plump and homely, her blonde hair cut in a severe bob that only just reached her ears. Dressed in a yellow top and leggings that clung to chunky legs, she welcomed Robyn and beckoned her into the sitting room, filled with floral upholstery and far too many ornaments for Robyn’s taste. The walls were covered in various paintings of wild-eyed Spanish dancers. There were fans spread out in a cabinet, and a pair of castanets. In one corner stood a guitar on a stand, a gaily coloured ribbon around it where the neck met the headstock. The dog continued to bark, hurling itself against the kitchen door with determined thuds.

      ‘Don’t mind Archie, he’ll stop in a moment and I’ll let him out. He’s a great guard dog, although sometimes too overprotective.’

      Robyn handed over her business card. ‘I’ve come about your missing husband. I understand you spoke to my partner, Ross.’

      The woman ran her hand lightly through her thick hair, mustering courage to explain. ‘That’s right. He’s missing.’ She searched about for a photograph and handed it to Robyn. ‘That’s him,’ she said, indicating the man in the photograph who was smiling but whose dark eyes, the colour of coal, were empty of emotion. ‘You probably think I should contact the police, and I wanted to but it’s a bit delicate. Your partner told me you are a policewoman. You’ll understand my predicament when I explain it to you.’ She searched for words and failed. ‘I don’t really know where to begin.’ She paused and then asked, ‘Would you like a cup of tea, officer?’

      Robyn didn’t clarify she was actually a detective inspector. She didn’t want to come across as pompous.

      ‘Thanks. That’d be lovely. I’m here in my capacity as a private investigator today. I don’t return to the force until next week. Just call me Robyn.’

      Mary looked relieved and, leaving Robyn to sit down, she headed in the direction of the barking. Robyn sat on a highly stuffed chair, taking in the photograph of the couple, trying to understand what it might tell her, while Mrs Matthews busied herself in the kitchen, returning not only with a pot of tea under a tea cosy but with the small white terrier that had been barking.

      ‘Hope you don’t mind Archie,’ said Mary, as the dog instantaneously headed for Robyn. Robyn greeted the animal, patted it once and then ignored it. This tactic had worked before for her. Archie snuffled around Robyn’s feet for a few seconds and then lost interest, leaping up instead on the settee where he settled down and observed his mistress.

      ‘How long have you been married?’ Robyn asked as the woman poured the tea. In her experience it was good to get the person to open up, even if the answers weren’t relevant. She needed to gain Mary Matthews’ trust and develop a relationship with her.

      Mary didn’t answer straight away but pushed a delicate, floral china cup towards Robyn. She offered the sugar bowl but Robyn shook her head. The bowl was returned and silence hung as Mary wrestled with what she wanted to say. She looked directly into Robyn’s eyes.

      ‘You may have noticed I’m a little older than my husband.’ She laughed, a joyless sound. ‘Actually, I’m fifty, and I’m twenty years older than him and, for the record, he’s my second husband. In a fortnight, we’ll have been married two years.’ She broke off to consider her next words, took a sip of the warm liquid, added a lump of sugar, stirred it in thoroughly and then continued.

      ‘I met Lucas at a school event. My nephew was playing in the orchestra. Lucas was his music teacher. After the event we got chatting and discovered we both had a love of classical music. He lent me a CD of John Williams playing a piece I particularly love, Rodrigo’s ‘Concierto de Aranjuez’. Surprisingly, one thing led to another. We went to a few concerts together. I asked him to teach me to play the classical guitar. I’d always wanted to learn, and Lucas is an accomplished guitar player. He gave me private lessons. It’s very intimate, you know, learning to play an instrument like that. You sit close to each other. You feel the other person’s body heat and their hands as they guide yours on the strings.’ She stopped and sighed at the memory. ‘I should tell you that Lucas is not like other men. That’s to say, he’s a quiet man. He’s not a man’s man. He doesn’t go down the pub or off to football matches. He isn’t into sport at all. He prefers art and music. Those nights learning to play the guitar, well, I learned quite a bit about him. He hung around after the lessons and we talked and talked, and then soon enough a little more than talking. He started staying over for the odd night. I thought him charming, good company and sensitive, and to cut a long story short, I fell for him. I didn’t hold back. The lessons were coming to an end and I didn’t want to be without him. I asked him to marry me. Shocking, isn’t it?’ She laughed. ‘I’m not getting any younger and I thought it was worth asking. He could only refuse me. As it happened, he said yes.’

      She sipped her tea, glanced at the guitar in the corner and continued.

      ‘My friends thought Lucas was marrying me for my money. They were all concerned on my behalf. Thought he’d marry me then race off into the sunset with my savings. I knew differently. Lucas is definitely not motivated by money. He doesn’t need a rich woman. He does, however, need someone who can understand him, and that’s because he’s what you might call “damaged”. I suppose he was looking for a maternal figure rather than a lover and wife. He lost his mother when he was very young. It was tragic. The poor woman had breast cancer but she wasn’t diagnosed with it until it was too late to help her. It was horribly aggressive and she died within months. It was a dreadful time for Lucas, who was only eleven years old when she passed away. He was very close to his mother and he took her death badly. He was a proper mummy’s boy.’

      She paused, choosing her words carefully in order to paint an accurate picture of her husband. Robyn waited and sipped her tea.

      ‘That goes some way to explaining why he didn’t get on so well with his father, and after his mother’s death his father became even more distant. I don’t know if he had trouble grieving for his wife or being a single father or what, but the upshot was Lucas was sent to boarding school. He had a rotten time at the school too. Lucas refuses to talk about those days. He has a lot of sorrow buried deep inside and I don’t push him. He tells me things when he wants to.’

      She stopped to look at the photograph of them. ‘I saw the ache in his eyes when he talked about losing his mother. He became that little boy again, still needing and craving that love. I think that’s why I fell for him. I wanted to care for him. Mend him. Help him. And in a way I filled the role that his mother had left.’

      Robyn nodded to indicate she was listening intently. Mary Matthews rose from her seat, crossed the room and picked up another photograph that she handed to Robyn. It showed the pair of them in evening dress. They made an odd couple; she was short, plain and smiling, while he was tall and brooding, with dark looks that bordered on handsome.

      ‘I’ve put on weight since that photo. It happens when you’re complacent. Besides, I like baking, and what can you do when there’s a batch of cherry scones fresh out of the oven? Difficult to resist.’ She shrugged. ‘Lucas hasn’t changed. He’s always been lean.’ She studied the photo and exhaled softly. ‘He sometimes takes trips away during school holidays. He has friends from the school where he works who now live in Thailand and well, to be honest, it’s a destination that doesn’t appeal to me. I have a fear of flying and I’d never manage on a long-haul flight even if you knocked me out for hours. So, he goes on his own.’

      She lifted her cup again and balanced it on her knee. ‘He arranged to go away last Monday – the twenty-fifth of July,’ she added as if the date had significance. ‘I had no reason to suspect he was doing anything different to normal. He packed his case, told me he loved me and set off to the airport in his car. I didn’t think anything of it. I knew he was ready for a holiday. Although he’s a master at masking his emotions, he’s seemed low the last few weeks but refused to discuss what’s been bothering him. I thought going to Thailand would help give him time to reflect and heal.’

      Robyn listened without interruption.

      ‘He didn’t phone on arrival, and when I rang him the mobile went to answerphone. He’s lost his signal over there before so I wasn’t too anxious, but I had one of those niggling doubts. I don’t have the phone number of the couple Lucas was staying with – the Devlins – they’re parents of one of the boys he used to teach at Blinkley Manor. I really should have asked for the number but I always talk to Lucas on his mobile or Skype him. I was going to ask Nick Pearson-Firth, that’s Lucas’s head of department, for it. That was until I was cleaning in Lucas’s study. I was turfing out the drawers of his desk and stumbled across his passport in the bottom drawer of his desk. He couldn’t possibly have flown to Thailand without it.’

      She gnawed at her bottom lip for a moment.

      ‘Discovering that passport got me fired up. I’m a patient woman. I don’t mind that he keeps secrets about his past from me but I will not be lied to. I hate being lied to.’ Her voice rose in indignation. ‘I was furious. I had no idea what he was up to and I couldn’t work out why he hadn’t spoken to me about it, or why he hadn’t phoned me. I tried his mobile again, and again it went to answerphone, so I left another message. I left several more, and by night-time I was furious with him. Then I tried to rationalise what had happened. I went through all the possibilities – maybe he had upped and left me for someone else, but that made no sense. We’ve not had any arguments or disagreements and there have been no indications he’s fed up of me or put off by me, if you know what I mean.’ She blushed. Robyn caught the meaning and gave a small smile to acknowledge the fact. Mary continued, ‘There would have been some signs if he had intended to leave me. Then I wondered if he had money troubles he hadn’t wanted to discuss with me. I even had the crazy idea he might have got into trouble with online gambling. I’d read about a husband who was addicted to poker so I searched his computer for anything to give me a hint as to where he was or why he had gone, and that’s when I knew he might be in trouble.’

      She licked her lips nervously.

      ‘His browsing history didn’t help, but I came across a file entitled “Sugar and Spice” and opened it.’ She cast her eyes downward and shook her head. ‘I wish I hadn’t,’ she continued more to herself than to Robyn. She drew a breath and looked back up. Robyn could see the confusion flitting across her face and knew what she was going to say. In a quiet voice Mary confirmed her suspicions, ‘The file contained images of children in various poses and stages of undress. It appears my husband has yet another secret I was unaware of. Lucas has a penchant for young girls. And I mean very young girls.’
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