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Ava sat in the car park at Belles waiting for the girls to get dressed, put on their coats and make their way to the minibus. The last of the Saturday night punters were drifting out of the club, all of them drunker (and poorer) than when they’d gone in. Their voices echoed in the cool night air as they stumbled into idling minicabs or tried to hail a black cab on the road. It was raining again, a thin drizzle that spattered the windscreen and glittered in the headlights like a shower of tiny jewels.


Chris Street stood beside the minibus, puffing on a cigarette. ‘So the law haven’t found a body yet? But they must be able to tell from the coat if Holly was the victim or the perp.’


‘I guess so, but they’re not sharing the information. The coat was found in a bin in Wardour Street.’ Ava leaned her elbow on the base of the open window, thinking about the slight figure of the girl and wondering if she had the strength to kill anyone – or the means, come to that. No, she was much more likely to be the victim. ‘I mean, it looks like something awful has happened – you don’t get that much blood from a minor accident – but there’s no actual proof that anyone’s dead. And no one called Holly has been reported as missing.’


‘If that’s her real name.’


‘True.’


‘If she was killed, the body could be anywhere. It might take a while to show up – if it ever does.’


Ava screwed up her face. ‘I bet she went back to that guy. God, I should have warned her about the call I made.’


‘You would have done if she’d hung round long enough to listen.’


‘I should have told her last night.’


‘You’re not psychic, Ava. How were you to know she’d do a runner before the sun was even up? Anyway, from what you’ve said she was probably too pissed to take it on board. She must have been more than aware of what he was like – phone call or no phone call. It was her choice. She didn’t have to go back to him.’


‘Unless she had nowhere else to go.’


Ava hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Holly since the visit from the law. It was horrendous to imagine her lying in a ditch somewhere, stabbed or shot. She had told the cops almost everything, from the moment she’d picked up the couple, through the guy abandoning Holly in the cab, to taking the girl home to her flat. There were a few raised eyebrows at that moment, and Ava had become instantly defensive. ‘She was young and drunk – she could barely stand up – and she didn’t have any money on her. What was I supposed to do, dump her on the street and leave her to fend for herself?’


Chris finished his cigarette, dropped the butt on to the gravel and ground it down with his heel. ‘There’s nothing you can do now. It’s up to the law.’


‘But they’re not going to do anything either, are they? Not until they’re sure a crime has been committed.’


‘I’d have thought that was pretty obvious from the state of your coat. Did you tell them about the other stuff she nicked?’


Ava shook her head. ‘I couldn’t see the point. The poor kid’s in serious trouble whichever way you look at it. And what if she is dead? She must have family somewhere. They’re going to have enough to deal with without finding out that she stole jewellery from me too.’


‘Withholding evidence,’ he said dryly. ‘Whatever next?’


‘I prefer to think of it as irrelevant information. Well, not irrelevant to me – I’d still like my stuff back – but compared to what might have happened to Holly … It’s hardly a priority in the scheme of things.’


‘I’ve put the word out. It may turn up if she flogged it locally.’


‘Thanks. I didn’t think you’d have time with everything else that was going on today. How did it go this morning? Is there any more news on who killed Josie Green?’


Chris shrugged. ‘Not that I know of.’


‘How long were the cops here?’


‘Too long. Mind, any time’s too long when it comes to the law. You know what they’re like: if there’s a chance they can stitch me up for something, they’ll have a damn good go.’


‘I thought they were just checking the CCTV.’


‘Yeah, well, nothing’s ever what it seems when it comes to that crew.’


Ava heard the edge in his voice, and looked at him more closely. There was a strained tightness about his face, accentuating his cheekbones and the dark shadows under his eyes. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?’


‘You look tired, that’s all.’ Ava was about to mention her encounter with Lou Bullen, but changed her mind. She would just be adding fuel to the fire. There was every chance Chris would react badly, probably confront the guy, making a bad situation ten times worse. And perhaps that was what Bullen was hoping for. Well, she wasn’t going to give the bastard the satisfaction.


Chris put his hands in his pockets. ‘When people say you look tired what they usually mean is that you look like shit.’


‘Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t remedy.’


‘Thanks. I’ll remember those flattering words when I’m sorting out your pay for the week.’


Ava grinned at him. ‘You look great, boss. Like a Greek god.’


‘Too little, too late, hon.’


‘It’s never too late for a compliment.’


‘Especially one given with such sincerity.’


The side door to the club opened and the girls began coming out in twos and threes. Chris gave her a nod and moved away from the side of the minibus.


‘See you Monday. Drive safe.’


‘Yeah, see you Monday.’


She watched as he walked over to join Solomon Vale at the main entrance to Belles. The stragglers were being ushered out, any lingering objections being quickly silenced by the sight of Solomon looming over them. Only a fool would argue with the man. He was about six foot six, a great bear of a guy, black, muscular and broad-shouldered. Even though she was aware that Chris could take care of himself, it was reassuring to know that Sol – at least during work hours – was around to watch his back.


Her view was obscured by the girls as they piled into the minibus. Ava turned her attention to her passengers. Some faces she recognised, others not; it was six months since she’d last been here and the turnover at Belles could be fast. There was, perhaps, only so much pole-dancing any girl could do before the appeal began to wane. The pay might be better than other jobs but it came at the cost of having to get your kit off every night and the lecherous advances of too many drunken males.


Ava had twelve passengers tonight – Friday and Saturday were the busiest evenings at Belles – and most of the seats were filled. Fortunately, none of the drops were too far away, all of them in north and east London. She’d been given a list by Chris of the girls’ addresses and had used the time she’d been waiting to plan the order she’d take them home in.


Once everyone was settled, she ran through the route. No one had any objections and so she switched on the engine, did a three-point turn and set off. She glanced towards the front door of the club as she headed for the street: Chris and Sol were still standing there, their heads close together as though deep in a conversation they didn’t want anyone else to hear.


The great advantage to driving around at two o’clock in the morning was the quietness of the streets. Getting from A to B took a fraction of the time it did during the day. Behind her she could hear the girls chatting, banter that went to and fro, but gradually the voices died down. Ava wasn’t sure if this was down to tiredness or to the shadow that lay over them. The murder of Josie Green was something none of them could forget.


Ava understood their concerns – it was not impossible that Josie had been killed by a punter – and knew those concerns wouldn’t go away until the culprit was found and arrested. She wondered how much they thought about it when they were dancing, wondering if it was this guy or that, always suspicious, always wary. Every man at the club was a potential murderer, every pair of eyes guilty of more than just ogling.


The journey progressed without any problems. The furthest drop was in North Finchley and from there she travelled down through Belsize Park, Chalk Farm, Camden, King’s Cross and on to Islington. At each stop Ava waited until the girl was inside her front door before moving off again. It added extra minutes, but was worth it. The most important thing was to keep them all feeling safe.
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