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      The lights of the Christmas tree twinkled in the dark space. On. Off. On. Off. Then the second set kicked in, sending an array of colours dancing on the walls of the dank grey basement. Despite the absence of windows, Emily Edmonds knew it was sunny outside. The weather forecast had warned it would be the hottest September in five years. She shifted in the cold metal chair. The puddle of urine had soaked into her skirt, casting up the stench of ammonia with every movement. Her wrists sent a sharp slice of pain through her nerve endings as the bindings cut further into her flesh. Something clicked into place and a low whirr ensued. On. Off. On. Off… the light sequence began again. Emily closed her eyes, the flashes still found their way into her vision. Her throat tightened as she sobbed, but no tears came. She was dry. Wept out, pissed out, sweated out. Dry as a bone with nothing left to give.

      Drip… drip… drip… the noise of a leaky tap teased her. Apart from the flashing lights of the artificial tree, she had been left in darkness. But over the course of the day she worked out her surroundings. She was in a basement of some kind, a windowless cave underneath the ground. Her captor seemed at ease when she entered, not looking over her shoulder for fear of being caught. The room housed a sink. Overhead, she could hear the sounds of a functioning home: footsteps, and sometimes a muffled television. Furniture screeching, taps running, toilets flushing. Life went on as normal above her head. Even if she wasn’t gagged, it was doubtful anyone would hear her screams. Her jaw still hurt from the punch she had received last time she tried it. The blood from her loose tooth had been warm, wet and left a bitter aftertaste. It was a relief to have some liquid flow down her throat. Tears finally found their way to her eyes, blurring the gaudy baubles into a kaleidoscope of colours.

      Her eyes flicked up to the ceiling, squinting at the single light bulb hanging from a cobwebbed wire cable. The switch was powered at the top of narrow wooden stairs which creaked when weight was applied. It was a small comfort to know that the noise was enough to wake her when her body fell into slumber. Struggling against her bindings only made the ropes ride higher up her ankles and wrists, and her circulation was almost cut off as it was.

      She stiffened as a door opened, flooding light down the stairs and into her field of vision. Emily blinked away the tears as the woman slowly took each step. Keep calm. Whatever she wants, please God, help me get it right. Visions of Harry, her husband, swam in her memory. How was he coping without her? He would be going out of his mind. Don’t cry. Everything will be alright, just focus…

      ‘It’s almost Christmas,’ the woman said, the childish words curling on her tongue. She looked as if she’d stepped from another era. The Victorian-style outfit consisted of a dark knee-length dress, covered by a lace-trimmed white cotton apron. Lace-up boots tapped on each step as she giggled with delight.

      The woman seemed not to notice the smell, the overwhelming stench of decay. But Emily could not think about the source. It emanated from the dirt-stained floorboards which were rotting and splintered underfoot. The makeshift flooring revealed slices of blackened soil beneath, and Emily shuddered as she inhaled the offensive smell.

      ‘I’ve got a surprise for you,’ the woman said in a sing-song voice, jumping down the last step, both feet together.

      Emily murmured a whine, her eyes wide and pleading.

      ‘Remember our little chat when you talked about Harry?’

      Emily remembered, and regretted every word. Why had she confided in this stranger? Thinking she could trust her with the secrets she held most dear? Yes, Harry could be controlling, but it was only because he loved her and wanted to keep her safe. And now look at her. This is what happened when she tried to leave him. A prickle of fear rose up from within. She would never have said those things if she had known. Lucy was deranged. And she had been wrong. Whoever this person was, she was not her daughter.

      Emily’s heart accelerated with each step Lucy took, until she was behind her, ripping off her gag.

      ‘Tomorrow is Christmas Day, Mummy. And it’s going to be just you and me. No nasty Harry anymore. We’re going to have the perfect day.’

      Emily spat out the bile in her mouth, coughing, until something resembling air entered her lungs. ‘Harry… ’ she gasped, the words scratching against her throat. ‘What have you done with my Harry?’

      Lucy’s voice thinned. ‘I killed him, of course, so we can be together. Tomorrow…’

      But her words were cut short as Emily produced a woeful, garbled scream. ‘No… not my Harry! Get me out of here! Do you hear me? Untie me right now – get me out.’ She rocked in her chair, throwing her head from side to side.

      ‘But Mummy… ’ Lucy said, her face turning dark.

      ‘I’m not your mother,’ Emily screamed. ‘You’re a monster. I don’t want you! I want my Harry.’

      Lucy turned to the tree, her words cold. ‘After everything I’ve done. You’re not my mother. You’re just a selfish cow.’

      Emily’s chest heaved as she drew in lungfuls of air. She had vowed to stay calm. What had she done? ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I didn’t mean to… Lucy? Please, don’t be cross.’

      But Lucy was ripping the baubles from the branches of the tree, too consumed by anger to hear Emily’s pleas for forgiveness.

      ‘I’m sorry, Lucy, please,’ Emily said, her words laced with panic.

      Her heart beat wildly as fear wrapped itself around her, and she strained against her bindings, desperate to escape. And then she saw it. The flash of anger in Lucy’s eyes. Spittle had formed in the corner of her mouth, white and frothy. She was beyond reasoning. The urine Emily was holding trickled once more down her thigh.

      Darkness enveloped them as Lucy ripped the lights from their socket, her tortured wail filling the lightless room. Emily finally deciphered the source of the smell. Inhaling one last shuddering breath, she closed her eyes and prayed.
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      With one swig Ruby knocked back the fizzy concoction that promised to ease your pounding head and provide a burst of energy. Her team were still jubilant from yesterday’s result and the post-celebratory drinking session that had followed. They had taken some major players off the streets, but, just like always, there would be more lining up to take their place. She pulled up a chair, preparing to pick over the bones of the case with the familiar faces gathered around her.

      ‘Morning all.’ DI Jack Downes’s voice boomed a greeting in his Northern Irish accent, his broad, lumbering frame making itself known. Coffee in one hand and croissant in the other, he spoke mid-bite, sending flecks of pastry flying onto the foot-worn carpet. Shoreditch Serious Crime Unit took up residence in the third floor of the drab grey concrete building. A man with a big voice, DI Downes had no problem being heard. His eyes lit on Ruby, and he shoved down the last of his pastry before marching over and giving her shoulder a little shake. ‘Alright mucker? How are yous this fine morning?’

      Ruby winced, feeling every bone in her body rattle. ‘Tender, so handle with care.’

      Downes sucked in air between his teeth as she turned to greet him face on. ‘Ouch. That’s come up in the night.’

      Ruby winced as she touched the pad of swollen flesh. High cheekbones may have been a blessing in her teenage years, but not so when she found herself on the receiving end of a left hook. ‘It’s only a couple of stitches,’ she said, the side of her mouth jerking up in an involuntary smile. ‘He came off a lot worse.’

      ‘Well, don’t let me interrupt you,’ he said, taking a seat. The faint smell of mint and whiskey vented from her DI’s breath. Since his wife’s death, his fondness for ‘a wee dram’ had become more frequent, and Ruby had warned him more than once that he was putting too much at risk so near retirement.

      Yesterday’s post-incident briefing had been a time for backslapping. But today they would discuss ‘learning points’ in more detail, or what she preferred to call the ‘fuck-up round-up’ of the day before.

      Luddy, also known as DC Owen Ludgrove, handed her a mug of sweet tea to wash down the bitter taste of Alka-Seltzer on her tongue. A likeable guy with tousled black hair, Luddy had the character of a young man who would go places one day. ‘Keen but green,’ Downes called him, but Ruby could not fault Luddy’s enthusiasm for the job.

      Ruby slid the intelligence pack from the desk she was leaning on and thumbed through the pages. ‘Great job last night, guys, but there’s a couple of things we need to cover before we can move on.’ Her dark eyes roamed over the group of satisfied faces. All except one.

      DC Eve Tanner was shrinking into her chair, her head bowed.

      ‘This isn’t a matter of naming and shaming,’ Ruby added. ‘It’s learning how we can do it better next time. So who’d like to get started? Silence fell, and for a few seconds all she could hear was the sound of the traffic outside. A siren blared in the distance, reminding Ruby that their time was limited. Crime didn’t stop just because they had a good result. ‘OK, I’ll make a start. What we expected was a group of young dealers believed to have been involved in a kidnapping. What we got was a small army, including five out of ten of our most wanted. You’ll have seen their faces on our wall. Violent bastards with a string of offences to their names. It was a great collar, but the fact there were firearms in the flat makes us lucky we came away with just cuts and bruises.’ Ruby glanced around the room, grateful her team were all present to recount the event. Battle-scarred and still wearing yesterday’s crumpled shirts, they were a scruffy band of officers. All except Eve, who was immaculately dressed in her black trouser suit; her blonde hair pinned neatly in a bun.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Eve said, her voice low. ‘I should have delved deeper into the source of the intelligence.’

      ‘And had better eyeballs on the premises,’ Ruby added.

      Eve would have worked closely with the intelligence support unit, but the covert human intelligence sources had been hers. However, CHIS weren’t always wholly reliable, and Ruby wasn’t about to publicly flog her only female DC. The fact Eve stood and watched her colleagues getting pummelled worried Ruby more than her lack of preparation for the raid. Why hadn’t she supported them by getting stuck in? All the same, it had been good to blow the cobwebs off. She hadn’t been in a hands-on brawl for months and had come away feeling exhilarated, barely conscious of the blood running down her cheek. But there was no point in going over old ground when they had so much to do. ‘Besides not taking intel at face value, what else can we take from this?’

      ‘To have each other’s backs, and the ability to use a pair of handcuffs,’ DC Ash Baker said, linking his bruised knuckles and resting them on his rotund stomach.

      Ruby had a vague recollection of seeing him holding a thick-necked skinhead in a headlock, swearing at Luddy to cuff him from behind.

      ‘Did you see the width of his wrists?’ Luddy protested. ‘Besides, modern handcuffs aren’t as flexible as the ones back in your day.’

      Ash took a breath to retort, and Ruby raised her hand to cut him off.

      ‘Excuse me,’ DI Downes said, skirting past her to answer his phone.

      ‘Who was it that moaned about having TSU along?’ The presence of a team from the tactical support unit, equipped with shields and Tasers, had undoubtedly saved the day.

      ‘I was going by the intel provided,’ Ash said, glaring at Eve.

      ‘Well, it’s a good thing I erred on the side of caution. If the suspects had made use of their firearms, some of us might not be here today.’

      Ruby could see her words were having an effect on Eve, whose neck seemed to have disappeared completely as she shrank like a tortoise in its shell. Ruby had a couple more points to go over, but decided to leave it for another time.

      ‘This morning we’re homicide-free, so we can get on with our backlog of work. We’ve got a suspect in the bin for armed robbery; Ash I’d like you to deal with that. You can pair up with Luddy in interview.’

      ‘Why can’t Eve?’ Ash said, making no effort to hide his reluctance to work with the newest member of the team.

      ‘Because I asked you.’

      Ash mumbled some retort about babysitting, while Ruby delegated the workload to the rest of the group. It consisted of drug-related violent crimes and a gang-related grievous bodily harm. Being based in central East London, it was nothing out of the ordinary for the team.

      Heads swivelled as Downes strode from his office holding a scrap of paper with illegible writing. His eyes were bright, as if he had just picked the winning lottery numbers. Ruby recognised the look, which could only mean one thing.

      So much for being homicide-free.
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      Ruby took the wheel of the grey Ford Focus to enable Downes to speak to officers over his police radio. She had left her team setting the wheels of investigation turning.

      ‘What have we got?’ Ruby said as she negotiated a shortcut to the scene of the crime.

      ‘It’s a domestic murder by the sound of it. Neighbours called it in, saying they heard a couple arguing. Uniform have just got there and confirmed a body at the scene.’

      ‘Husband and wife?’ Ruby said.

      ‘Seems that way, although there’s no sign of the missus now.’

      ‘She’s probably panicked and ran off. Sounds pretty straightforward. Why are we dealing with it?’

      ‘The other teams are up to their necks in it. We haven’t had any homicides on our patch in a couple of days so… ’

      ‘Any intelligence on the couple?’

      ‘Her name is Emily Edmonds, married to Harry Edmonds. His identity has been confirmed, and neither is known to us. He owns a café on Well Street.’

      ‘That must be Harry’s Café, the one across from Lidl. There’s a few of them dotted about the place.’

      Downes tapped his palms against his lap in a restless drumbeat. ‘This is all I fecking need,’ he muttered. ‘If this involves a local businessman, Worrow will be crawling over it like a fly on shite.’

      Ruby nodded emphatically. She used to get on with the Chief, but lately she had borne the brunt of her temper on more than one occasion. Sloppy workforce, disgusting conditions, and what was the last one? Oh yes, insubordination. There had been times when she wondered if her superior was in possession of a pair of balls. You had to be to reach promotion at Worrow’s tender age. Ruby’s knuckles whitened over the steering wheel. Their office might not smell of pot-pourri, but they were real coppers and they got things done. She took a deep calming breath through her nostrils and exhaled slowly as she parked up behind a police car.

      The red-brick townhouse on Tresham Walk looked nothing out of the ordinary, but given its location in London, the three-bedroom abode on the quiet residential street could fetch three quarters of a million pounds on the property market. Her own recent property search had proved fruitless, and the thought of spending another year in her hovel of a flat was too depressing to face. She noticed the blinds twitch next door and smiled. Nosey neighbours were welcome, particularly in domestic murders. She listened as DI Downes received updates via his police radio. Intelligence stated there had been previous calls by concerned neighbours. Mr Edmonds had told attending officers that he was a member of the local dramatics group and had been practising his lines. Ruby rolled her eyes. Amateur dramatics indeed.

      The scene guard officer dished out white oversuits and gloves at the gate, quickly jotting down their names before allowing them inside. Ruby slid a hairband from her wrist and scooped up her long dark tresses into a ponytail. Crime scene investigators were en route, and she zipped up the front of her bunny suit, keeping her eyes sharply tuned for evidence.

      Slowly, she walked through the front door, admiring the small crystal chandelier as it reflected spots of light on the magnolia walls. Apart from the recent threads of police boots on the thick oatmeal carpet, the hall was spotlessly clean. The scent of lilies intermingled with a blast of warm air wafting in from outside, and she brushed past the table in the hall, avoiding the pollen-ripe stamens. The body was fresh, which was just as well given the recent spate of hot weather. At least she was spared the acrid, cheesy smell of decay. She had visited many murder scenes where the victims had been in various stages of decomposition. The dead did not bother her. It was the living that played on her mind. Ruby pushed down on the bronze door handle with the tips of her gloved fingers as she entered the living room. The crime scene investigators would not be best pleased she had beaten them to it, but the ‘golden hour’ was so called for a reason. Downes strode purposefully past her to the body, his tweed jacket swishing inside the paper-thin suit. He surveyed the blood splatters on the wall, while Ruby held her ground, taking in the scene. She briefly closed her eyes, allowing her senses to do the work. She could smell antiseptic, hear more than one ticking clock. A trickle of sweat ran down the curve of her back. She glanced around the room, storing the images to her memory bank. An upturned coffee table, a broken ornament; the disturbance was small but spoke volumes.

      Lastly, she turned her attention to the body. The stocky man was face down on the floor, producing enough blood to soak through the surrounding carpet and dribble onto the linoleum through the open kitchen door. His short auburn hair was combed back at the sides, and a wedding ring graced the finger of his left hand. A splatter of crimson laced a copper bracelet, and his once blue shirt was now drenched in blood. Ruby cast her eyes over the puncture wound between his shoulder blades.

      ‘See his hands?’ DI Downes said as he stepped over the blood that was now congealing into jellied bubbles.

      Ruby nodded. She had already noticed his clenched right fist. His left hand was gripped tightly around a black cordless phone.

      ‘He didn’t put his hands out in front of him as he fell. It’s an automatic reaction. The fact his fists are clenched and by his sides suggest he could have had some seizure or heart attack on the way down. That’s why his face took the brunt of the fall.’

      Ruby frowned. ‘Why would she stab him if he was going to cop it anyway? Surely it would have been better to leave him to die?’

      DI Downes snorted. ‘Ach, you know what domestic murders are like; they’re rarely from a logical standpoint.’

      Ruby felt a sneeze coming on and turned away as she pinched the bridge of her nose. It reminded her of the crime scene she’d brought Luddy to, the year before, when he forgot to wear a mask, and he had sneezed all over the body. His desk was covered in Kleenex for weeks afterwards by his colleagues. She held in the expulsion, sniffling, as she regained her composure.

      She took in the inoffensive room. It was spotlessly clean; no alcohol that she could see; nothing to relay drugs were a factor either. Ruby surveyed the photos hanging on the wall. A much younger Harry Edmonds smiled for the camera with a small mousey woman on his arm. She looked more like his daughter than his wife, but the wedding photos erased any doubt from Ruby’s mind. There were no recent pictures to speak of, and no evidence of children or pets. She tiptoed past the body to the kitchen. It could have passed for a show home. The knife block resting on the counter was full. She opened the cupboards to see every tin was facing the same way, perfectly tidy and not a crumb out of place. A slight hint of lemon cleaner lingered in the air. It made a change from the usual crime scene, where you wiped your feet on the way out.

      ‘I’m not happy about this scene,’ Ruby said, crossing her ankles as she leaned against the doorframe, ‘it’s all too perfect.’ She caught a glimpse of silver as DI Downes slid his hip flask back into his suit pocket. She waved away his offer of a mint before he sheepishly popped one into his mouth.

      ‘Only you could complain about being given a suspect on a plate,’ he said, with a twinkle in his eye.

      Outside, a chorus of voices followed by the sound of van doors slamming indicated that CSI were here.

      ‘I should have known you’d be trampling all over my scene,’ the husky voice of Bones greeted DI Downes. The stocky dreadlocked black man was nicknamed such because of the model of a human skeleton taking up residence in his office. Ruby had once overheard him talking to it and had never allowed him to live it down.

      ‘And your partner in crime here as well! Ruby, made a start in the kitchen too?’

      Ruby had the decency to look embarrassed. She knew how territorial Bones could get about his precious crime scenes. ‘Sorry. We haven’t been upstairs.’

      Bones shrugged, watching, as his colleagues lay down the stepping plates. ‘No matter. One of the neighbours saw his missus get a taxi last night, and she was carrying an overnight bag. Prima facie by the sounds of it.’

      Prima facie. Open and shut case. The concept held no weight with Ruby. She narrowed her eyes in defiance. ‘Don’t use those swear words with me, Bones.’

      Bones grinned, making a fishing rod gesture with his hands. He had reeled her in once again. Ruby snorted before leaving the building, glad to step out of the paper suit that was making her sweat. A crowd was gathering behind the police tape, and she pushed through them to the car. It was time to get back to the nick. She had that uneasy feeling in her gut. Her innate voice that whispered whenever all was not as it seemed.

      Just where was the murder weapon that killed Harry Edmonds?

      And more to the point: where was his wife?
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      The stairs creaked as Lucy took each step upwards, her shoulders slumped, the tips of her gloves wet with blood. Tears ran unbidden down her face: not for Emily Edmonds, but for the dream of a mother she had left behind. Emily wasn’t her mother. She was just like all the others. Nothing but a huge disappointment. She would have to clean up the mess before she could even think about starting again.

      Steam rose in puffs of clouds as the bath filled, and she wiped the sides of the old music box clean. Despite the mouldy tiles and the paint chipping on the bathroom ceiling, she couldn’t bring herself to activate the extractor fan. She liked the steam, and the condensation dripping lazily down the walls. She could pretend she was in a different place rather than here, at home, abandoned and alone. The music box gave an involuntary tinkle as she gently placed it on the tiled window ledge.

      She tutted at the splatters of blood as she slipped off her lace-up boots. She had cleaned them up before; she could do it again. ‘Hush little baby, don’t say a word… ’ she sang. Pulling off the bloodstained apron and then her dress, she rolled down her black tights and removed her underwear. ‘Mama’s gonna buy you a mocking bird.’ She wasn’t wearing a bra. Little girls didn’t need things like that. The wig was the last thing to come off, and she walked across the landing and placed it lovingly on the styrofoam head in her bedroom. The blonde ringlets bounced as it settled, and she hummed the rest of the tune, fixing the dummy’s head until it was in line with all the others. Satisfied, she returned to the bathroom.

      Steaming hot water sloshed over the sides of the roll-top bath as she eased herself in. She would need to wash again after she disposed of the body, but she didn’t want to think about that. She needed to go to a happy place now that the rage had subsided. She wound her music box, allowing the tinkling tune of ‘Hush, Little Baby’ to carry her away.

      Holding her breath, she submerged herself under the water. She was there in an instant. A reset button flicked in her brain, and she opened her eyes, allowing her fantasies of Emily Edmonds to wash away. She was not Lucy Edmonds. She had another Mummy with a different surname, and soon she would be knocking on her door.

      Steam haloed around her head as she emerged, giving in to the instinctive need for air. She closed her eyes as the scene played out, vivid in her imagination. It was warm, comforting, the perfect Christmas Day, back in a time where nobody could hurt her. Her hands caressed the silkiness of her skin, until the scene dissolved and the transformation was complete. She was no longer a child at Christmas but a woman, and she had housework to do and a mess to clean up in the basement. She examined her hands and thought of the blood, the life she had extinguished. Emily’s muffled pleas had not gained her empathy, but fed her sense of power. Emily was merely a representative of all the people who turned their back on her pain. Lucy allowed the blood-tinged foam to wash over her as she dipped her chin into the water; her hands stroking now, gaining in rhythm. ‘Yes,’ she moaned. That felt good. There was nothing to regret. Soon she could start again.

      She re-enacted the basement scene: the blood dripping from the corners of Emily’s mouth; staining Lucy’s gloves as she gripped her throat. The metal chair, tilting and collapsing beneath them as she straddled Emily’s limp frame. Finally, the thrill of feeling Emily’s pulse fade beneath her fingers as her pathetic life ebbed away. Lucy’s eyes rolled back into her head as pleasure rippled through her body. Gradually, the water turned cold and the sound of the music box stilled.

      Tomorrow she would begin again. And again. And again.

      She would do what it took to find her mother. Somebody worthy of her love.
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      Ruby nodded at staff through the reception window as she scrawled her signature across the visitor’s book. Just being in Oakwood helped settle her, at least for a little while. Pressing the code on the keypad, she pushed through the double doors. She knew it off by heart and didn’t need the staff to let her in anymore. She was as much a part of the furniture as they were and they often joked they should give her a job there. She inhaled the sweet smell of wild flowers picked from the fields to the rear of the building, which was built on five acres of land. The private nursing homes were a far cry from the acrid council-run buildings, stinking of piss and bleach: the stuff of nightmares – the residents staring with empty eyes like cattle in a holding pen waiting to die. Ruby had attended one such home when she was in uniform, investigating a series of sudden deaths where neglected patients were left to choke on their food. Seeing her mother here, in Oakwood, with a healthy flush in her cheeks and comfortable, pleasant surroundings, made living in her own shoddy flat worthwhile.

      Joy was sitting next to Brian, an old boy in a wheelchair who spent every day reliving his job at his hardware store. Ruby sometimes chatted to him about screws and lug nuts, whatever he dreamt was on sale that day. But today she didn’t want to chat to anyone else. Today she wanted to immerse herself in her mother’s presence. The light scent of lily of the valley caressed her senses as she leaned over to kiss her. Her silvery white hair shimmered with a tint of blue, and she wanted to hug her tightly, to draw her close and never let go.

      ‘Hello Mum,’ Ruby said as she kissed her mother’s cheek. Her mother frowned slightly, her mind emerging from a cloud, and Ruby guessed she was trying to place her face.

      ‘It’s me, Ruby. Your daughter.’

      ‘Of course you’re my daughter; who else would you be?’ Joy said, her voice edged with irritation.

      Ruby nodded, allowing her to save face. It made her happy to know her mother still possessed her pride and the stubborn streak that passed with it. A Preston trait that Ruby also bore. But the truth was, Ruby could be anyone. Some days her mother called her Gertie, after her deceased sister, or Alice, after a girl she went to school with. All shadows from the past, more alive than the people that infiltrated her presence today. The present had little room in Joy’s clouded mind. Ruby glanced down at her mother’s sparkly red pumps and smiled. She had never given in to uniformity, not even here, and always had something red about her person. A flower, a hair clip, a scarf with poppies, or a narrow red belt to hug her waist. Her father used to call her his little Robin Redbreast, and it was a memory she treasured. Ruby dreaded the day she would forget to wear it. Most days Ruby wore something red too: a dash of a red lipstick, or a cherry red brooch on her blazer lapel. It was a silly game, she had told herself, but she found it hard to let her solidarity go.

      ‘So Mum, how have you been?’ Ruby asked, preparing for a journey back into her childhood. There was no point in trying to discuss current affairs or her own life. It confused Joy, and the only safe place was firmly in the past. It didn’t matter to Ruby, as all she wanted to hear was her mother’s voice. Each visit was being transported back in time to when Joy felt most useful in the world.

      ‘I’ve just mopped that,’ Joy said, pointing to the lino with her shoe. ‘Don’t you go getting it dirty now.’

      It was spotlessly clean and had a criss-cross pattern which was similar to the one in their kitchen where her mother had spent most of her time. Ruby’s early memories were of that lino, as she played racing cars with Nathan, the next door neighbour’s son. Their games were played to the backdrop of their mothers chatting at the kitchen table.

      As Joy spoke of those days, Ruby indulged herself in the memory, becoming five years old all over again.

      

      She remembered how the wheels of her favourite toy car used to squeak as she pressed them against the bumpy linoleum. Back then, she liked the octagonal brown patterns. In her five-year-old mind it was Brands Hatch, and she was winning in a two car race against her best friend, Nathan. He used to make her wince, vocalising his pretend brakes, screeching as he took the corners. Ruby smiled at the memory; the way Nathan called her Wuby, and how she’d screw up her face as she elongated her words, saying Ruuubbby, over and over, until he pronounced it properly.

      Ruby listened as her mother spoke of those days, caught up in a dream of yesteryear. ‘I told your dad to bring him into the living room,’ she said, keeping her voice low. ‘How he survived after losing all that blood is anyone’s guess.’

      Ruby nodded, remembering how she and Nathan had both dropped their cars and ran after their mothers, hanging around the open living room doorway as his father was dragged inside. There was blood, alright. Lots of it: trailing from the hall into the living room, where Jimmy Crosby lay. Nathan had tried to step inside, and Ruby shot out an arm, pulling him back by his knitted tank top until he was back in line with her. She gave him a stern look, pressing a finger to her mouth. The doorway was like an invisible barrier to her mother. Whenever anything was going on, she never noticed Ruby until she put a foot over the threshold, then she was banished to her room, or told to leave and close the door behind her. Even back then, Ruby thought like a detective, her eyes growing wide as she located the source of the blood. Jimmy Crosby’s smart black suit was soaked with it, and Nathan’s mother barged in, pushing people aside like skittles as she searched for the injury. ‘Oh Gawd, what’s happened now?’ she squealed, her East End accent filling the room. ‘Who’s done this to you, Jimmy?’

      The words echoed in Ruby’s memory, and she flinched as her mother grasped her forearm. Joy was too wrapped up in the past to understand it was a flashback, and the anxiety in her eyes was the same now as it had been in their little East London terrace house all those years ago. ‘I’ve got to call the doctor,’ she said. ‘Dr Tanner. Nobody else but Dr Tanner. He doesn’t ask questions, you see.’

      ‘It’s OK, Mum,’ Ruby reassured her. ‘Everything’s OK.’

      ‘Best you get some towels all the same,’ Joy said.

      Ruby nodded, taking her mother’s hand. She remembered how she had taken Nathan’s dimpled hand and pressed it against the flock wallpaper in the hall, telling him not to move, while panic ensued in the living room.

      Joy had stopped talking now, but the memory burned like a branding iron in the back of Ruby’s mind. She only had to touch upon it and she was back there: her father sweating through his shirt as he pressed the towels down on the knife wound, the cotton almost immediately turning from white to bright red. She heard Mrs Crosby’s high-pitched shrieking as she asked her husband over and over who was responsible. And Nathan, his blue eyes as deep as the sea, still standing with his hand pressed against the wallpaper because Ruby had told him not to move.

      Ruby threaded her fingers around her mother’s hand. Her skin was so soft it was almost translucent, and she felt a lump rise to her throat. Her eyes roamed over the network of blue veins growing ever more visible. She didn’t want to think of her mother getting old and dying because then she would truly be all alone.

      ‘It’s dinner time now,’ the nurse gently spoke. Harmony was a larger-than-life Jamaican lady with a springy black weave and a smile that lit up the room. She spoke in a happy sing-song voice which suited her title perfectly. ‘Would you like to bring your mother to the dining room?’

      Ruby turned over her left hand and checked the time. It had gone seven, and as usual the carers had allowed her to stay beyond the allocated visiting time.

      ‘I want you to bring me,’ Joy said, pointing at Harmony. ‘Not her.’ She jabbed a thumb back at her daughter.

      ‘Now, Mrs Preston, is dat any way to treat your flesh and blood?’ Harmony said, but Ruby waved the words away.

      ‘It’s OK, really. I’ll walk with you. I’ve got to get back to work now anyway.’ The first time her mother stopped recognising her was devastating, but Ruby had learned to cope with it as Joy’s lucidity floated in and out.

      ‘You’ve got fat,’ Joy said as she curled her hand around Harmony’s arm.

      Harmony laughed, a lovely tinkly sound, and Ruby shook her head. Her mother’s inner filter had disintegrated along with her short-term memory, but staff at the care home took it in their stride.

      ‘More of me to love, sista. How about we get some flesh on those skinny bones of yours? It’s shepherd’s pie, and homemade apple pie and custard.’

      ‘Bye Mum,’ Ruby said as Joy escorted her mother through the dining room. With a murder on the go it could be another couple of days before a return visit. Joy kept walking without a backward glance. Harmony gave a quick wink over her shoulder. ‘You take care now, Ruby, stay safe.’

      Ruby swallowed hard, feeling as if she was leaving a piece of herself behind as she walked away.
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      Lucy sat on the steps of the basement thinking through the last few days. Was she cursed? She had gone to such pains to get things just right: why weren’t things turning out as they should? It all went downhill after she admitted to killing Harry Edmonds. But she had no choice. He would have found them. Men like that always did. And Emily had been so noncommittal about leaving; it was just a matter of time before she went crawling back. That was why it had to be just the two of them, without the distraction of other family members draining her affections. Not that Harry was that affectionate a spouse. From what Emily had told her, Lucy had done her a favour. It was why she paid Harry a visit after taking Emily to her special place.

      

      She had left her finger on the doorbell longer than she should, as if she was injecting every bit of frustration into the stiff plastic buzzer. The door – which should have been her door – was opened before her. A gruff-faced man stood there wiping some crumbs from his shirt before giving her the once-over.

      ‘Hello, can I speak to the lady of the house, please?’ Lucy had said. ‘I have some good news I’d like to share with her.’

      ‘There’s no lady living here; you must have the wrong address,’ Harry had said, before attempting to shove the door closed.

      But Lucy had come too far to take no for an answer. Shoving her foot in the gap, she raised her voice. ‘I believe you’re mistaken. Your wife entered our prize draw and won a necklace,’ she said, rattling the bag which contained a long smooth box.

      Harry extended his hand. ‘She’s out. Give it to me and I’ll pass it on.’

      ‘I’m afraid I need a little bit of paperwork completed to say I’ve handed it over. Can I come in? It won’t take a minute.’

      ‘She’s visiting her mother. I don’t know when she’ll be back. Leave your card and I’ll get her to give you a call.’

      Lucy paused. It was the pause, the flicker of anxiety in her blue eyes that gave Harry the edge, the recognition. She knew that now. Because he had seen that look before.

      ‘On second thoughts, why don’t you come in?’ he said. ‘I’ve got a phone number here somewhere.’

      Lucy smiled, allowing herself into the hall. A fresh bouquet of lilies carried a welcoming scent. She brushed past them into the living room.

      ‘It’s not often she has visitors. I’m sure she’ll be disappointed she’s missed you. Why don’t you have a seat?’

      ‘Thank you,’ Lucy said, but chose to stand. She had been here once before: when Harry was out. Emily had been tense, begging her to leave before her husband returned.

      Harry folded his arms. ‘Now how about you tell me where your mum really is?’

      Lucy gasped as he turned and locked the door. ‘How did you know?’

      ‘She told me you were pestering her. What do you want? Clothes? Money? Take them; I’m glad to see the back of her.’

      That explained a lot. ‘So you knew about us?’

      Harry gave a bitter laugh. ‘You should never have come back. She was happy until you turned up.’

      ‘No she wasn’t! You made her life hell; she told me.’

      ‘The best thing she did was get rid of you,’ Harry sneered. ‘I gave her some order in her life, pulled her out of the gutter, despite her being used goods. Still, I don’t expect you would understand that, with your background.’

      ‘You know nothing about me,’ Lucy spat. ‘If it weren’t for you, Mum and I would be happy. We could have had a good life, but you forced her to give me up.’

      Harry threw back his head and laughed. ‘I know that you’re poison. Evil in its purest form. I was protecting your mother by insisting she get rid of you. But here you are back again like shit on a shoe. This is all your fault.’

      ‘You stand there and call me evil? You beat my mother. You need to be taught a lesson.’

      ‘And you’re gonna teach it, are ya?’ Harry said, pushing her backwards.

      Lucy gasped, enraged by the contact. Anger bubbled up inside her: the powerful rumbling thunder of hate. She flashed him a smile, catching Harry’s astonishment as the persona of the unsure, nervous woman evaporated before him. Launching herself onto his bulk, she screamed a string of garbled words as her fists flew, punching his chest. ‘C’mon then,’ she said, sending him stumbling backwards. ‘Or do you only hit women that don’t fight back?’

      Gritting his teeth, Harry fought to maintain his balance, pushing his attacker back on the floor. Groaning with the exertion, he straddled her, his face ashen, beads of sweat breaking out on his brow. He grabbed her wrists, fighting to control her flailing fists. ‘You think you can come to my home and call me a wife beater? Well, let me tell you what you are. You’re a rape baby. Born from rape. How do you feel now, you dirty bitch?’

      Lucy’s body went limp as shock invaded her being. ‘What? No, it’s not true, you’re lying.’

      ‘It’s no wonder you’re screwed in the head,’ Harry panted. ‘Your uncle is your father. How about that? Your mum’s spent all these years trying to forget what he did, and then you turn up on her door to remind her.’ Another bead of sweat dripped from his forehead, landing on Lucy’s neck. ‘Can you imagine how she felt when you wrote those letters? Sick to the stomach, she told me.’

      Lucy turned her head away, the prickly carpet pressing into her face as angry tears streamed from her eyes. This was not supposed to happen. This was not part of her plan.

      ‘I’m calling the police,’ Harry grunted as he rose, his breaths jerky and laboured. He picked up the phone, rubbing his chest with his left hand.

      Silently Lucy’s fingers crept to the box containing the mock prize. It was long and narrow like a necklace box. Flicking off the lid, she grasped the contents.

      At first he gasped in surprise, unaware of the foreign object tearing through the folds of his skin. Lucy pulled back the knife, triumphant and smiling, as he staggered forward on shaky legs. Adrenalin coursed through her body, making her strong, infallible. She could taste his blood from when it splattered against her lips, and her heartbeat pumped to accommodate the rush. Her senses heightened. She had entered the addictive phase of her predatory nature.

      Harry dropped to his knees; his breath laboured and whistling as a stream of blood poured down his back. After one sudden wheeze, he lunged forward, his nose cracking as it made contact with the carpet. The clock ticked away the final seconds of his life, and waves of euphoria shuddered through Lucy’s body.

      

      Lucy’s eyes snapped open as she emerged from the memory. She stroked the blood-encrusted blade, wondering: if she took a bath, would the water turn pink? Another opportunity to revisit that heightened state of pleasure. Rising from the stairs, she welcomed the thought of another bath. But she had things to do. The black-bordered envelope lay propped on the kitchen table, and she had preparations to make. Emily may not have been her mother, but she would give her the farewell she deserved.
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      The soft whirr of the hand drier made a soothing backdrop to Ruby’s thoughts. Like the rest of Shoreditch police station, it was old but held an antiquated charm. The cracked floor tiles, the wonky tap, she didn’t want to change a thing. But there were changes underway, whether she liked it or not.

      A man’s cough shook her from her thoughts, and she realised Luddy was waiting for her on the other side of the door.

      ‘Luddy,’ she said, wiping her damp hands on the back of her black trousers as she greeted her colleague in the corridor. ‘What’s so important that you have to stalk the ladies’ toilets?’

      ‘Sorry, Sarge,’ Luddy said, a crooked smile on his face. ‘The tannoy’s broken. It’s a phone call from the women’s refuge. A woman named Charlie. She insists on speaking to a senior officer and Jack… I mean, DI Downes, has asked that you take the call.’

      ‘Oh did he now?’ Ruby said, marching towards the office. ‘Has Worrow left yet?’ she said, referring to DCI Worrow. As the Senior Investigating Officer, she had just led the briefing, delegating duties with regards to the initial enquiries.

      ‘She’s gone. She wasn’t happy, was she?’ Luddy ruefully replied.

      ‘If she were any different I’d be worried,’ Ruby said as Luddy held the office door open for her.

      ‘She’s worried the press are going to hang us out to dry again,’ Luddy said, pointing to the phone which was off the hook on his desk. As with all phone calls, it had been placed on mute.

      ‘Ah well,’ Ruby grinned as she scooped up the handset. ‘We don’t join the police to be loved, now, do we?’

      ‘Just as bloody well,’ Luddy murmured, heading for the kettle to put on a brew.

      Ruby’s response was curt and to the point. ‘DS Preston; what can I do for you?’

      The woman’s softly spoken whispers on the other line could not have been any more of a contrast to Ruby’s strident tones. ‘H— hello? Are you in charge of the Emily Edmonds’s case?’

      Ruby pressed the phone to her ear, and jabbed the volume control as high as it would go. ‘You could say that. With whom am I speaking?’

      ‘I’m a worker at a women’s refuge. I need to speak to you about Emily.’

      Ruby frowned. As far as she knew, all the refuges had been spoken to, and they had no knowledge of Emily Edmonds. ‘Go ahead,’ she said, grabbing a scrap of paper and pen from Luddy’s overflowing desk drawer.

      ‘Well, Emily was due to come to the refuge. I was working out an escape plan with her. But then her daughter, Lucy, got involved and said she would take it from there.’

      Ruby’s heart accelerated, delivering an extra beat. Lucy. The name invoked a memory she did not want to recall. ‘Which refuge are you calling from?’ she said, writing the words ‘daughter Lucy’ and underlining it twice with a question mark.

      ‘I don’t work in the refuge anymore. Look, I’m only ringing because I’m worried. Emily was all set to leave. Then one day she said she didn’t need my help anymore because her daughter turned up out of the blue. Our friendship was ended, just like that, because this stranger turns up saying she’s her daughter.’

      ‘I thought Emily didn’t have children,’ Ruby said, leaning against the desk.

      ‘She gave her baby up for adoption when she was sixteen. She’s been through a traumatic time. I just wanted to help.’

      ‘We’re very keen to speak to Emily; so if you know where she is… ’

      ‘She sent me a text. She wants us to meet, and I’ve told her I will.’

      ‘Where? Where’s Emily staying?’ Ruby said, her voice growing louder.

      Fingers stopped typing, phone calls were ended, and the office fell into a hush.

      ‘I don’t know. She’s texting me the details later. I’ll bring her straight to you tomorrow when we’ve had the chance to talk. I know about Harry. Whatever’s happened… it’s not Emily’s fault.’

      ‘I’ll come with you; keep my head down. She won’t know I’m there,’ Ruby said insistently.

      ‘No. She trusts me. I’ll bring her to you – tomorrow.’

      ‘I don’t understand your reluctance. What’s your full name, Charlie?’

      The woman’s voice sharpened. ‘That doesn’t matter. I’m not with the refuge anymore. Look, if Emily’s killed her husband it’s not her fault. That man gave her a dog’s life. I’ll call in tomorrow; we can sort this out together.’

      Ruby could feel her caller slipping away. ‘Wait. What about Lucy? What can you tell me about her?’

      Charlie gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I saw her briefly when I arranged to meet Emily. She turned up and took her away. She was very rude.’

      ‘What did she look like?’

      ‘Slim, dark hair, lots of make-up. She had those big sunglasses on like the ones celebrities wear.’

      ‘Could you identify her if you see her again?’

      ‘Possibly. Look, I’ve got to go. We’ll sort all this mess out tomorrow. Emily needs refuge. Without her daughter.’

      She needs to be arrested, Ruby thought, wondering if the woman on the other end of the phone was making it all up. It wouldn’t be the first time. ‘Why don’t we… ’ Ruby realised she was talking to a dead line. She hung up and jabbed 1471. Damn. The number was blocked.

      Only then did she notice the office had turned silent. Keyboards rapidly began working as she looked around; the colour flushed in her usually pale cheeks.

      

      Ruby was shattered by the time she got home. Charlie’s phone call had shed new light on the investigation, and thoughts of Lucy were gnawing at the back of her mind. But she didn’t want to think of that now. Tomorrow would be a full day, and she wanted to put the whole sorry mess behind her, at least for a few hours. She sighed as she glanced around her flat; the cold laminate flooring chilling the soles of her bare feet. The occupants next door were arguing as usual, and on the other side of the wall the thump, thump, thump, of drum and bass vibrated in time with her headache. She turned on her old-fashioned turntable, expecting to drown out the noise with Coldplay. But instead, the sounds of Human League’s ‘Don’t You Want Me’ filled the air. Ruby frowned. She didn’t remember putting that on. Fingering through her collection of vinyl records, she pulled out the Human League sleeve… to find the Coldplay album inside. Weird. But there was no time to ponder as she swapped them around. She slid across the thin orange curtains, barely hanging on the cheap plastic loops designed to keep them in place. The view of the high-rise estate didn’t bother her, but her forthcoming guest valued his privacy, and as much as he hated her flat they had less chance of being seen than if they went to his.

      

      Red wine was her drink of choice when it came to the art of seduction. Decanting the mulberry-coloured liquid into two glasses, she pushed away any lingering doubts to the back of her mind. Sure it was a bad idea, but it had been a bad idea for the last six months; a couple of times a month, preceded by the usual text:

      
        
        ‘Fancy some company tonight?’

        

      

      The nicotine patch had been thrown in the bin when the text came through. A post-coital cigarette was a joy like no other, particularly when she was in the company of such a satisfying lover. As a relationship it would never work out, and they both knew the score. She dimmed the lights and listened for his footsteps; hoping, for once, that the lifts were working. A smile graced her lips as she reapplied her lipstick. She wanted him to keep every ounce of energy for her.

      She threw her shirt on the chair as she entered her bedroom, then undid her bra, rubbing the redness from the underwire in its wake. Later they would bathe together in her old-fashioned tub, and she would lay back into his chest as he gently soaped them in candle-flickered light. She eased her feet into a pair of black heels and threw on a silk dressing gown. A flutter rose in her stomach as the doorbell rang. She straightened the bed sheets before returning to the hallway and answering the door.

      ‘Well, hello there,’ she purred, arching her eyebrow at the man before her.

      ‘Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,’ DI Downes said huskily, closing the door behind him before taking her in his arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy stared at the text. Not that she needed to because it was burned into her memory. She could close her eyes and the words would flash on the back of her eyelids as anger, hot and frothy, rose inside her.
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