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As she sat at a table in Clos Maggiore, voted London’s most romantic restaurant, Tamara Anderson felt anything but starry eyed.

Against her will, her eyes were drawn to the young interracial couple two tables away.  They were an arresting sight, both taller than average, slender and very good looking.

She wouldn’t be surprised if they were both runway models.

She was seeing it more and more lately, this pairing of black women and white men.

She had no problem with it; more than most, she knew the importance of finding love wherever one could and this couple looked very much in love with each other.

Love—something she’d dreamed of when she’d devoured Mills and Boon romances as a young girl and thought that she would grow up and one day find her prince.

“What are you staring at, bitch?”

The low hiss snapped her gaze back to Joshua Thompson, the man sitting across the table from her.

His voice was cultured.

And like a whiplash.

The pieces of delicious grilled salmon and broccoli Tamara had consumed instantly soured in her stomach as she met his dark eyes.

They were narrowed and a sure sign that things would get nasty as soon as they had some privacy.

“No one,” she replied hastily.

“Why do you always have to fuck up a perfect evening?”

She knew that he was furious for one of two reasons, or both.

He strongly objected to black women dating any man outside their race, particularly white men.  Yet, he’d admitted to dating females of all races.

He also became insanely jealous of any man, regardless of age or looks, who just happened to be in the direction of Tamara’s gaze.

The fact that the man at the other table was young, tall, handsome and white was enough to give him a jealousy-fuelled apoplectic fit.

Tamara had tried and tried to get through his thick skull that the last thing she was interested in was leaving him for another man.

If she ever managed to escape him, the very last thing she would need is another man.

She said nothing now—he never saw reason once his blood began to boil—trying to calm him would be a waste of breath.

She was better off saving it, because she would need it; she had to savour her last easy breaths before the swift punches started flying the minute they entered the privacy of his house.

“Waiter!” Joshua held up his hand and a passing waiter immediately turned around and came to their table.  “My bill, please!”

“Is anything wrong, sir?” he asked, looking with concern at their exquisitely presented but barely touched meals.

“The food’s fine,” he assured the man, unsmiling.  “I’ve just suddenly lost my appetite.”

“Sure,” the waiter said, casting a quick glance from one to the other before hurrying away.

Realizing that their abrupt departure would not only draw speculative glances from their fellow diners but perhaps cast doubts about the quality and taste of the food, Tamara decided to attempt the impossible.

“Josh—” she began.

“Shut up!”

The command was low enough not to be overheard, but she could feel the rage emanating off him like heat waves.

As they left the restaurant, she was grateful at least that he’d chosen to come to the restaurant by taxi rather than drive through the busy West End streets.  If they had come in his beloved Ferrari, the blows would have started as soon as he’d engaged the door locks.

His rage didn’t diminish during the twenty-minute drive to his house.  Instead she sensed it simmering on a low boil all the way there.

He tipped the taxi driver so generously the man did a double take.

“Thank you, very much, sir!”

Joshua ignored the man’s gratitude.  He took Tamara’s arm in a grip that might have appeared a gentlemanly act but was vicelike.

As soon as they entered the house, he grabbed the front of her dress and slammed her back against the front door.

“So you want some white cock now?”

“Of course not, Josh—”  

A sharp pain in the solar plexus cut off the rest of her words.  Before she could get some air into her tortured lungs, another blow landed.

She let herself hang limply.  Showing any sign of aggression only increased his anger.

“So why were you fucking disrespecting me by gawking at that fucker?” His loud voice had lost all of its polish.

“Joshua, what’s going on?” a female voice shouted down from the top of the grand staircase.

His mother.

The blows continued.

Her hurrying footsteps drew nearer.

“Joshua, stop that this instant!”

“Mother, what I do in my own house is my business!”

“Joshua, please!” his mother pleaded again.  “Please stop!”

“Keep out of this, Mother!” he snapped and delivered a jab to Tamara’s ribs.  “Go into the living room.  I have to deal with this bitch properly.”

Tamara heard his mother’s heels retreating at a rapid pace over the marble floor.

She wasn’t surprised.

The woman was as scared of her son as Tamara was.

She was wrong, though.

The next thing she heard his mother say was, “I need an ambulance.” 

“What the fuck?” her son said angrily, dropping Tamara like a sack of potatoes and chasing after his mother.

Tamara lay limply against the cool marble beneath her and pretended to be out for the count.  She heard him demand, “Mother, get off that damn mobile now!”

His mother didn’t seem to immediately obey his command, which was unusual.

“Hang it up now!” Tamara heard him order again.

“Hold on,” his mother replied.

Joshua hissed something in a low voice.

“Sorry, operator, it was just a false alarm,” she heard his mother say.  There was a brief pause and then she continued, “Yes, I’m sure.”

“You stupid old fool!”  Tamara then heard him scream at his mother.

“I thought you were going to kill her.”

“Don’t ever interfere in my fucking business again, Mother!”

Tamara cracked her left eye open a fraction and watched him come striding back across the floor.

If anything he looked more furious than he had before, his chest rising and falling as though he’d just run a marathon and desperately needed air, his fists balled up at his side.

He leaned down and grabbed her upright by her right arm.  “Get up, bitch.  I’m not done with you yet!”

The blow to the side of her face surprised her.

He’d never ever hit her where he would leave a bruise visible to other people.

He must be madder than hell, she thought resignedly and braced herself.

The doorbell pealed, making them both jump.

He released Tamara’s arm and let her drop unceremoniously back onto the hard surface.

“What the fuck?” he said again as he peered through the peephole of the door.

He cursed again, straightened his clothing and opened the door.

“How can I help you, gentlemen?”

His voice was as silky smooth as a lover whispering sweet nothings into the ear of his beloved.

“We’re responding to an emergency call from a woman in this house.”

Tamara knew that things were done much more efficiently in the affluent areas of London, but they had to have been in the immediate vicinity to respond this quickly.

“There’s no emergency here, I assure you.”

“We have to come in and ascertain that for ourselves, sir.”

His mother intervened just then, “Let them come in and help her, Joshua.”

“Mother!”  Even though the reprove was sharp, it was clear to Tamara that Joshua was keeping a rigid control of his temper.

“Josh, please!”

“Come in,” Joshua invited with reluctance.

Tamara lay like a rag doll as she felt two pairs of hands assessing her injuries.

“She appears to be concussed,” one of the ambulance crew said aloud, his voice sharp with disapproval, “She will need a MRI.”

“I will go with her,” Joshua interjected.

“I’m afraid that’s against procedure, sir.”

The words sounded as though they were uttered by the man who had spoken before.  He didn’t seem to try to mask his contempt.  He clearly wasn’t in awe of Joshua or impressed by the fact that he lived in a house in such an exclusive neighbourhood.

“Then I’ll follow you.”

“You can do as you please.”  This time the man didn’t add ‘sir’ for politeness sake.  “I would advice against it, though.  There’s a good chance she’s bleeding internally and may need an operation to stop it.  I doubt very much that she’ll be able to receive visitors before tomorrow morning.”

“All she did was fall down the stairs,” Joshua protested.  “She can’t be that badly injured.”

“She must have rolled when she fell,” the man who had previously kept silent muttered under his breath.  “I’ll get the stretcher.”

Tamara kept her eyes closed as they lifted her and put her into the back of the ambulance.  She waited until she heard the door click shut before she hastily opened them—it wouldn’t do for them to start poking needles and things into her when she didn’t need them.

A young, slightly plump man with auburn hair came to sit beside her.

“Are you okay?”  His accent was Irish, or maybe Scottish, or maybe a mixture of both.  She could never tell with accents.

“Yes.”

“We thought it best to get you away.”

She could have wept in gratitude.

Sometimes angels walked in human form.

She closed her eyes and said, “Thank you.”

*****
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Chief Inspector Christopher Montgomery’s head reared up in irritation at the sharp tap on his office door.

What now?

He had no time to waste with idleness.

The Commissioner of Police was riding his ass to solve the murder case that could make or break her career, and at the moment he was nowhere close to finding the reason why the body of a government minister had been dumped in Epping Forest, several miles away from his home in the capital.

Not knowing the motive for the killing had the whole nation on edge and the press didn’t help matters with their sensationalist headlines.

Christopher was butting his head against the wall trying to come up with a scenario he hadn’t yet explored and had warned his subordinates not to interrupt him.

Period.

Through the frosted glass of the door his eyes discerned a familiar, very feminine shape.

His lips curved up in a reluctant, welcoming smile.

Sergeant Williams.

She was the only member of his staff who wouldn’t bother him needlessly.

“Come in!” he called out.

She entered, her smooth dark chocolate face looking more serious than usual.

“Do you have a moment, sir?” she queried.

“What can I do for you, Sergeant Williams?”

“I know you asked not to be bothered, but I need to speak to you about a case that’s really troubling me.”

“Go ahead.”

“Well, sir.”  She paused for a moment.  “It’s a domestic abuse case.  The victim doesn’t want to press charges, but—”

“Sergeant, you know that our hands are tied if the victim doesn’t want to pursue the matter.”

“Ordinarily I would let it go, but something is seriously wrong here, sir.”  She took a deep breath that pressed her ample bosom up against her neatly pressed uniform shirt.  “Josh Thompson is the perpetrator, sir.”

“Joshua Thompson?”

There couldn’t be two evil men with the same name, but he felt the need to confirm that she was talking about one of the most unscrupulous men in the UK.

“Yes.”  The woman took a deep breath.  “And she’s young...still at university, sir.”

Joshua Thompson was small framed and boyishly slender.  He looked much younger than his age at a glance, but Christopher had a thick file on him in his top drawer and knew his exact date of birth.  And though his looks might deceive at a glance; no one looking deep into the dark, empty pools that were his eyes would mistake him for someone younger.

“How young?” Christopher asked with an inward sigh.

“I think she’s no more than 19 or 20.”

“19 or 20?” he asked incredulously.  “The man’s 46!”

“I know.”  She took a deep breath as if to calm her nerves.  “And a complete bastard!”  Then she seemed to remember who she was addressing.  “Sorry, sir!”

“No apology necessary.”  He smiled grimly.  “I’ve called him worse.”

“He gave the girl a real good beating and something tells me that it’s not the first time.”  The woman exhaled in exasperation.  “He told the ambulance crew that she’d fallen down the stairs and apparently didn’t even want to let them take her to the hospital.”

“He’s not a fool.”  Christopher often wished that the man was less wily.  “He would know that the doctors would be able to tell that she hadn’t gained her injuries by a fall down the stairs.”

“I tried talking her into pressing charges, but she’s claiming that she tripped down the stairs when her heel caught the edge of one of the treads.”  His sergeant moved closer to his desk.  “Sir, she’s due to be discharged soon.  If we could keep her there for a little longer, we could arrange for a domestic abuse counsellor to talk to her.  Maybe they might be able to make her see some sense.”

“Sergeant, you know that there’s little we can do if she doesn’t want to press charges.  We can’t enforce them.  We need her permission to go ahead.”

He was saying nothing she hadn’t heard before, but sometimes the words needed to be repeated.

The police rarely enjoyed favourable opinion in the public eye, but contrary to what many thought of them, beneath the uniforms they were first and foremost human beings and having to make tough or unpopular decisions often didn’t stem from the lack of empathy or the need for power.

But, as a woman who’d experienced domestic violence herself at roughly the same age, he knew that it would be tough for his sergeant to ignore the situation.

“Sir, I know.  I know.”  The woman took a breath and released it before going on, “This case just seems so strange.  Something’s not right.  I don’t get the feeling that she even loves him.  I think we need to intercede.”

Christopher sighed and straightened in his chair.

This wasn’t the time to go chasing rainbows or lost causes.

He had one of the biggest cases of his career to solve, but his sergeant wasn’t one for over exaggeration.

If she said there was a problem, there was likely to be one.

As one of only two women in the department and a black one to boot, she worked harder to be treated as an equal by her male colleagues.  She always checked and double checked her facts, so that she didn’t slip up and lose that hard-earned, and sometimes grudging, respect.  She was thorough and hard-working and had a natural flair for police work.  Some of the guys who ribbed her, did so only because they secretly feared in a race for promotion she would pip them to the post.

“Sir, she’s from Guyana.”

Christopher sighed.

Now why did you have to go and say that?

“And because my parents were born there too, you think that I can form some kind of bond with her and get her to open up to me?” he asked, giving his sergeant a slightly exasperated look.

“Of course not, sir!” his sergeant denied.  “All I’m asking is for you to come to the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital with me and interview her yourself.  I’ve asked the staff not to allow Thompson access to her.  And I’ve called to warn him that if he comes back before being given permission he will be arrested.”

The mention of the man’s name decided Christopher.

“Okay.”  He got to his feet.  “Let’s go.”

He needed to clear his head anyway.

The fresh air and a short break might be just what he needed to see the politician’s murder from a different angle.

***
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Half an hour later, Christopher felt as though he had been hit by a lightning bolt.

He was not into younger women.

He liked his women like he liked his cognac, mature and very full bodied.

He liked them to bring as many tricks to the bed as he did.

This one wasn’t mature.

She didn’t have the Amazonian height he usually went for.

But her curved body was right up his street.

When he’d first entered the room she’d been lying on the bed looking up at the ceiling, the injured side of her face hidden from his view.

The sweetness of her profile had given him a jolt.

When she’d turned and he’d seen the damage, he’d wanted to scour London, find Joshua Thompson and beat him to a bloody pulp.

But the injury to her face didn’t mar her beauty.  In fact, the damage on the one side seemed to accentuate the beauty of the other.

He had never in his life had such a visceral reaction to any woman and it shook him to his core.

She was much too young for him.  And much too young to be any man’s punching bag.

Just looking at her, he understood why his sergeant was so concerned about her.  She didn’t look like a woman any man would need to lay his hands on.

He felt impotent rage at Joshua Thompson.

The man was going down if he had anything to do with it.

He would pay for what he did to this woman.

Christopher would see to it...personally... if he had to.

“Miss Anderson, this is my superior officer, Chief Inspector Montgomery,” his sergeant introduced as they approached the bed.

“Miss Anderson.”  He reached out his hand.

She seemed to hesitate before she lifted a soft, well-manicured hand and placed it inside his.

“How do you do?”

Her voice reminded him of his mother’s—a lilting Guyanese accent overlaid by the crispness of a British tongue—but it did something entirely different to him.

It jolted something inside him.

It had the husky quality that women who smoked sometimes possessed but the pinkish-brown tint of her lips didn’t indicate that she indulged the habit.

Unless, like the new breed of smokers, she vaped; it might give a similar effect to the voice, he reasoned.

“I’m fine, thank you,” he answered.  “I just wish you could say the same.”

“I’m fine, too,” she lied.  “This is not as bad as it looks.”

At least she was aware that the injury to her face looked terrible.

“My sergeant tells me that you’re refusing to press charges against your partner, Joshua Thompson?”

“He didn’t cause my injuries,” she denied.  “These are no one’s fault but my own.”

He wondered if she truly believed the words—some women blame themselves for causing their own abuse.

“Can you explain to me what happened?”

“I was wearing 4-inch Manolos.”  She gave a little wave of her hand.  “My heel caught on one of the steps.”

“Going up or down?” he asked.

“Up.”

He could see in an instant she knew that she’d chosen the wrong option.

“Falling backwards is much more dangerous than falling forwards,” he said silkily.  “It’s a mercy that you didn’t crack the back of your head open.”

“Yes,” she answered.  “Luckily, I managed to turn.”

“Miss Anderson, if you are afraid we can offer you protection.”

“I’m not afraid.”  She visibly stiffened.  “And I don’t need protection, thank you.”

“Where are your parents?”

“My father lives in Guyana.”  She swallowed audibly before continuing, “My mother’s deceased.”

“Can’t you call your father and let him know what’s happening?”

“There’s nothing for him to know,” she insisted.  “I’m a grown woman and quite capable of taking care of myself.”

He refrained from retorting, ‘barely grown’.

His sergeant had been wrong.

As young as she was, this woman wasn’t going to divulge anything she didn’t want to.

He felt like punching a wall.

Or Joshua Thompson’s face.

“Miss Anderson, it’s clear that you’ve made up your mind.”  He had to restrain himself once more.  He would have loved to add, ‘to be obstinate’ at the end of the sentence.  He gave her a hard look.  “My sergeant tells me that Joshua Thompson is keen for you to be discharged, but I’ll instruct the hospital to keep you here until they are satisfied that you have no internal injuries.  In the meanwhile I’m going to interview Mr Thompson and see what light he can shed on the situation.”

“I really don’t see why you need to bother him,” she protested.

“We need to corroborate your story,” he replied.  “It might be that you threw yourself down the steps in an attempt to end your life.  It would be remiss of us to allow you the chance to make a second attempt.”

“I am not suicidal!” she denied with hot indignation, her breasts visibly rising and falling.

She looked even more beautiful furious.

“This is why it’s important for us to allay our fears by getting a second version of the story and ensuring that they match.”

“I’m not sure how much he actually saw,” she demurred.

“Why do you say that?” Christopher asked.

“He wasn’t that close to me at the time.”

His sergeant was completely wrong in thinking that he would be able to influence this woman.  She might be young in age, but he sensed a will of steel under her curvy exterior.

Nothing he said or did would change her mind.

It’s like playing a game of chess, he thought, she would prove to be a worthy opponent.

“I still have to interview him,” he insisted.  “He may have seen more than you realize.”

“I would have thought you were far too busy to investigate a case that doesn’t need investigating.”

In other words she was telling him to butt out of her business.

“Let me be frank, Miss Anderson.  It’s my duty to assess situations and make judgement calls.  In this case I have to make further inquiries because should you fall down the stairs again and this time end up dead, I will have to explain to my superior why I hadn’t made a more thorough job in the first instance.”  He didn’t hold his tongue this time.  “I’m sorry to tell you this, Miss Anderson, but I’ve seen similar falls to yours and based on my experience, I see another fall in your future.  I’ll leave my card should you need to contact me in future.  Good day.”

He handed her his business card, turned on his heel and left the room.

His sergeant didn’t say anything as she tried to match his longer stride as they headed back to the squad car.

He sensed her puzzlement, but didn’t try to explain himself.

He couldn’t explain his sudden anger to himself, much less his sergeant.

All he said as she started the car was, “Let’s go and talk to that fucker now.”

“Yes, sir!”

They didn’t speak as she expertly meandered through the city’s narrow streets.

Few things made Christopher’s blood boil hotter than domestic abuse.

If a man of Joshua Thompson’s age didn’t have the vocabulary to get his point over to women, he should give up on them altogether.

As his sergeant pulled up to the swanky address, his lips tightened.

Is this what you’re willing to risk your life for?

He had some experience of prices of property in the capital and knew that the pile of brick standing in front of him was easily worth in excess of £15,000,000.  Houses of this sort were usually sold privately and if the bidding had been competitive, it could have gone for a lot more.

And knowing Joshua Thompson, it had very likely been a cash transaction.

*****
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Joshua Thompson was no ordinary monster and all ranks of the Metropolitan Police had been warned to treat him with kid gloves.

He was reputedly the biggest drug lord in the UK and had managed to evade the police for the last twenty-eight years despite considerable effort to catch him.

One of the reasons was that there were always fall guys willing to take the heat for him and serve whatever time was necessary for the crimes.  On release, their lives of luxury and ease seemed to compensate them for their incarcerations.

Like Tamara Anderson had failed to do earlier, no one ever pointed an accusing finger in the man’s direction.

They were all too afraid.

How the hell did she get herself entangled with this bastard?

Christopher marched up to the door and leaned hard on the buzzer.

Joshua Thompson opened the door himself, immaculately dressed and without a single hair out of place.  Just as he’d appeared every time Christopher had seen him before.

He resisted the urge to punch the man’s handsome smug face.

“May I help you?” Joshua asked in a voice that he’d acquired from his expensive education as a boy.

Christopher’s sergeant introduced them curtly by name and rank, without the usual polite handshakes.

“May we come inside, Mr Thompson?” she asked, seeming to sense that her boss was struggling to keep his temper in check.  “We need to speak to you privately.”

The man shrugged one shoulder elegantly.  “If you must.”

Christopher let his sergeant precede him into the house and decided at that moment that he would stay an observer and let her do the questioning.

It would give him a chance to focus on the man more fully.

The house appeared to have everything money could buy: high-tech equipment, opulent furnishings and heaven knew what else.

It was a house that Christopher would admire or even envy, if the man had worked honestly for the money he’d spent on it; the opulence was repulsive when taking into consideration the dependency and misery that had been created for the man to own such a residence.

“What are you able to tell us about Ms Anderson’s injuries?” his sergeant asked.

“All I can say is that she fell down the stairs.”

“How did she do that exactly, sir?”

“She always falling or tripping over she feet.”  The man broke into Jamaican lingo, even though they both knew that he was born in the UK to Guyanese parents.  “The gal clumsy yuh see.”

“Mr Thompson, we would like a statement from you, if you please.  We need to confirm Ms Anderson’s story.”

“If she’s given you a statement then nothing further needs to be said.  Whatever she said is the truth.”  His crisp British accent was back in place.  “I trust her implicitly.”

The man clearly knew that he had his woman well trained.

“Are you refusing to give a statement?” Christopher’s sergeant queried.

“I’m saying that since there are no charges to be brought, giving a statement would be a waste of both my time and yours, sergeant.”  The man gave Agnes a smile that must have charmed more than one foolish woman.  “You’re kind of hot for a police officer.  Anytime you want to leave the force and work for me, just let me know.  I can definitely do with a woman like you on my team.”

“Not on your life!”  It was the sergeant’s turn to show a bit of temper.

“The offer’s open,” the man replied as though her reply had been anything but emphatic.  “You have my number.  Feel free to call me, if you change your mind.”

“We’ll take our leave now, Mr Thompson,” Christopher said, deciding not to waste any more of his precious time.

As the door closed behind them, he heard the man laugh.

Thompson could well be amused at their expense.

He had supposedly gotten away with murder in the past—three rival drug lords and seven of their top men—if the Metropolitan Police’s suspicions were correct.

There could be only suspicions since the bodies had disappeared without a trace despite intensive searches all over the UK.  Consultations with law enforcement services of several other countries hadn’t cleared up the mystery either.

Multiple theories of how he’d made whole bodies disappear abounded, including one that they had been processed through a meat factory.  That had put Christopher off meat for an entire week, torture for a man who liked a good steak.  Forensic tests carried out on several likely processing plants had thankfully not substantiated the rumour.

Joshua Thompson had very loyal, or very scared, followers.  None had ever betrayed him despite police pressure.

Christopher hated the fact that a criminal was winning.  He’d become a policeman to see justice served, to see the good guys triumph and that wasn’t happening where Joshua Thompson was concerned.

They had wasted a lot of man hours trying to bring him and his drug empire down and were no closer today than they were at the beginning of their operations.  It was reputed that he had taken over the three drug lords’ empires, giving the lower ranked men the choice of death or obedience to their new master.  Most had apparently decided on self preservation.

Instead of feeling defeated as the car made its way back to the station, Christopher found himself calmly contemplating ways of ridding Tamara Anderson of the monster.

Joshua Thompson didn’t deserve any woman.

He certainly didn’t deserve her.

Christopher couldn’t imagine how the two of them could have made a connection.

She didn’t look like an addict, or somebody who had ever done drugs.

Her pronounced accent hinted that she hadn’t long emigrated from Guyana.

He knew that poverty was fairly widespread in the country, although as his mother always said, many didn’t take full advantage of its bounty of sunshine, plentiful rain and fertile soil.

Had the man’s money been the lure for Tamara?

But surely if his money and good looks had charmed her into coming willingly, she wouldn’t have stayed with him once she’d gotten a glimpse of his true character.  Neither would she have protected him when she’d been given a chance to do otherwise.

It made no sense to Christopher, but he knew there were sometimes unbelievably tragic reasons why victims stayed with their abusers.

He suspected that there was one behind this story and wouldn’t rest until he got to the bottom of it.

Something inside told him that there was no way that beautiful, intelligent young woman would stay with a man like Thompson if she had a choice.

It wasn’t purely wishful thinking on Christopher’s part; his intuition had been proven right in many cases.

“Do you want me to log the case, sir?” his sergeant asked as she expertly parked the car in a vacant spot when they arrived back at the station.

“No, leave it with me for the moment,” he advised, making an effort to sound as offhand as possible.  He might have to tread a path he hadn’t yet traversed in his almost eight-year career.  He gave the woman a smile and said, “I’m going to contact the police in Guyana to see if I can find out what her story is.  But thank you for bringing the situation to my attention.  It was a good call, sergeant.”

“Thank you, sir.”

If he pursued Thompson it would be largely on his own time.

Tamara Anderson was a determined young woman—he’d sensed a hard core beneath that soft exterior—if he couldn’t get her to bring charges against the drug lord, it would be impossible to make them stick.

He had to find something, anything, that could put the man away at least long enough for her to get away if she needed to.

So far he and the entire Metropolitan Police Service had come up empty-handed.

But so far she hadn’t been involved.

The stakes were higher now.

It would require a serious strategy to bring the man down.

***
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Joshua Thompson was all smiles when he picked up Tamara at the hospital later that day.

When they reached his black Ferrari, he opened the door, reached into the car and handed her a bouquet of perfect-looking red roses.

“For you, Sweetness.”

“Thank you, Josh.”

She knew from past experience that these roses were purchased from an exclusive florist who charged several times more for each perfect bud than an entire bouquet of standard roses would cost.

She brought them close to her nose in a pretend show of appreciation...and almost gagged when she inhaled their overpowering scent.

For most women red roses were things of beauty; for her they were symbols of Joshua’s evil nature.

They were the first thing he always gave her in contrition.  In a few days’ time it would be diamonds: another of the chokers that reminded her too much of dogs’ collars, a tennis bracelet or possibly the diamond-encrusted phone case he’d promised to buy for her new mobile.

He was nothing if not predictable.

Today the colour of the roses reminded her of the blood that had spurted out when he’d split the corner of her lip.

“I’m sorry that I let my temper get the better of me, Babes,” he apologized.  “I just can’t stand the thought of you with another man.”

“You should know that I would never cheat on you.”

He should know because he’d made sure that she never had the opportunity.

“I know, Sweetness, but when the green-eyed monster takes hold of me, he’s hard to control.”

Then try harder, you fucker!

*****
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Chapter Four
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For the next week, Joshua couldn’t have been more loving or attentive.  Although she was grateful for the ten days to heal before returning for the final term of her degree course, Tamara wished that she had any excuse to get away from his fawning adoration.

If she didn’t hate him as much as she did, she would understand why women would find men like Joshua appealing.  When his attention was focussed on her, it was as if no one else existed.

But his insane jealousy was becoming worse and more out of control by the day.

The dinner at Clos Maggiore had been to celebrate the start of the Easter holidays and her two-week break from university lectures.  He’d known that fact when he’d booked the table because he had a copy of her timetable to ensure that she came home promptly after classes every day.

He liked her to dress sexily so that other men could look at him with envy, but heaven help her if she so much as looked at another man.

His jealousy was all consuming.  He even insisted that she removed her panties when she returned from university so that he could sniff the crotch and had warned her that he knew how her ‘day-old pussy’ smelled, so she couldn’t fool him by having a shower after dallying with another man.

When the two-week break was over, Tamara was relieved to return to university and get away from his stifling presence.

But trouble always came in twos.

On the Friday of the week of her return her phone rang as she exited Sloane Square Tube station.

“Where the hell are you?” Joshua demanded, sounding as though he was lit up and ready to blow a fuse.

“I just came out of the station, Josh.  Trains were running late because there was someone under at—”

The phone went ominously dead.

Tamara checked her watch.

Shit! 

She was twenty-five minutes late.

She sprinted the next four hundred or so metres, breathing hard as she unlocked the door and let herself into the house.

It was as silent as the phone had been when he’d disconnected the call.

His mother would be at her usual Friday afternoon meet-up, playing bridge with friends from her old neighbourhood.

Cautiously, Tamara crept up the staircase, hoping that she would reach the upper storey and the hardwood flooring before the blows started; one experience of contact with marble had been enough.

“Who you been fucking with, bitch?” Joshua asked, appearing at the top of the stairs before she could reach the landing.

“Nobody, Josh,” she denied.  “The train was—”

His fist lashed out like a striking snake.

She screamed as she lost her balance and tumbled backwards.

Grabbing for the iron balustrade, she only succeeded in turning her body so that she was plunging headfirst instead.

Instinctively she tucked her head into her body and bounced, feeling every marble riser connect painfully.

Finally she lay sprawled at the bottom, too shaken to get to her feet.

“What did I tell you about your clumsiness, bitch?”  Joshua gave her a swift kick to her left side before stepping over her and walking to the front door.  “I have business to take care of, but I’ll be back in an hour.  Clean yourself up and be ready for me when I get back.”

Her arm was throbbing like the devil.  She could only be thankful that it had been in the way or he would have broken several ribs.

She tried to get to her feet and gasped as shooting pain radiated from the point where his shoe had made contact.

She sat up more slowly and gingerly, cradling her injured arm with the other as she did so.  It was broken.  She didn’t need an x-ray to confirm the visible break.

Her rucksack had landed a few feet from where she had.

Swinging her legs around, she hooked one of its handles with her foot.

Then, pressing her injured arm against her body, she reached into it and tried to pull out her mobile phone.  Its carrying strap got caught on something.

She was about to empty the rucksack onto the floor when she noticed the cordless phone in its holder on the cast-iron newel.

Reaching over, she grabbed it.

Getting to the card Christopher Montgomery had handed her at the hospital was trickier.  She awkwardly flicked through the pages of the text book where she’d concealed it and finally found it.

It took several tries to enter the correct number on the phone’s handset.

“Chief Inspector Montgomery?” she asked hesitantly when the call was answered.

“Yes.”

She hesitated for another moment, embarrassed that she was turning to him when she’d so rudely rebuffed his offer of help before.  The fact that the scenario was almost exactly as he’d predicted made it ten times more humiliating.
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