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      This book is dedicated to my Granddad, Fred Walford, who was taken from us far too soon.

      I would have liked to have known you better.
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        Black Country: Christmas Day

      

      Lauren Goddard sat on the roof of the thirteen-storey block of flats. The winter sun shone a grid onto her bare feet dangling over the edge. The cold breeze nipped at her wiggling toes.

      The protective grate had been erected some years ago after a father of seven had thrown himself over. By the time she was eleven she had stolen a pair of wire cutters from the pound shop and fashioned herself an access point to the narrow ledge that was her place of reflection. From this vantage point she could look to the beauty of the Clent Hills in the distance, block out the dank, grubby reality of below.

      Hollytree was the place you were sent if Hell was having a spring clean. Problem families from the entire West Midlands were evicted from other estates and housed in Hollytree. It was displacement capital. Communities around the borough breathed sighs of relief as families were evicted. No one cared where they went. It was enough that they were gone and one more ingredient was added to the melting pot.

      There was a clear perimeter around the estate over which the police rarely crossed. It was a place where the rapists, child molesters, thieves and ASBO families were put together in one major arena. And then guarded by police from the outside.

      But today a peace settled around the estate, giving the illusion that the normal activities of robbing, raping and molesting were on pause because it was Christmas Day. That was bollocks. It was all still going on but to the backdrop of the Queen’s Speech.

      Her mother was still slurring her way around the cheerless flat with a glass of gin in her hand. Her one concession to the event was the line of tinsel wrapped haphazardly around her neck as she stumbled from the living room to the kitchen for a refill.

      Lauren didn’t expect a present or a card any more. She had once mentioned the excitement of her friends. How they had enjoyed presents, laughter, a roast dinner, a chocolate-filled stocking.

      Her mother had laughed and asked if that was the kind of Christmas she wanted.

      Lauren had innocently nodded yes.

      The woman had clicked the television to the Hallmark Channel and told her to ‘fill her boots’.

      Christmas meant nothing to Lauren. But at least she had this. Her one piece of Heaven. Always her safe place. Her escape.

      She had disappeared unnoticed up here when she was seven years old and her mother had been falling all over the flat pissed as a fart.

      How lucky was she to have been the only one of the four kids her mother had been allowed to keep?

      She had escaped up here when her mother’s drinking partner, Roddy, had started pawing at her groin and slobbering into her hair. Her mother had pulled him off, angrily, shouting something about ruining her retirement plan. She hadn’t understood it when she was nine years old but she had come to understand it now.

      She had cried up here on her sixteenth birthday when her mother had introduced her to the family business and to their pimp, Kai Lord.

      She’d been up here two months earlier when he had finally found her.

      And she’d been up here when she’d told him to fuck right off.

      She didn’t want to be saved. It was too late.

      Sixteen years of age and already it was too damn late.

      Many times she had fantasised about how it would feel to lurch forward onto the wind. She had envisioned herself floating to and fro, gently making the journey like a stray pigeon feather all the way to the ground. Had imagined the feeling of weightlessness of both her body and her mind.

      Lauren took a deep breath and exhaled. In just a few minutes it would be time to go to work. Heavy rain, sleet, snow, Christmas – nothing kept the punters away. Trade might be slow but it would still be there. It always was.

      She didn’t hear the roof door open or the footsteps that slowly strode towards her.

      She didn’t see the hand that pushed her forward.

      She only saw the ground as it hurtled towards her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Are you kidding me?’ Kim screamed at the dashboard of her eleven-year-old Golf. ‘I mean, really?’ she cried, turning the ignition key once more.

      Any slim hope that her tantrum had persuaded the car to start was lost as the battery squealed its last few painful breaths before dying completely.

      She sat for a moment, rubbing her hands together. She shouldn’t really be surprised at her vehicle’s refusal to move. It had been sitting on the car park since 7 a.m. in temperatures that had not nudged above -2 ̊C. The Golf had had fourteen hours to plan its revenge.

      ‘Damn you,’ she said, opening the driver’s door.

      She’d have to go back into the station and call a taxi. Oh, she could imagine the satisfied expression on Jack’s face after she had smirked at his inability to get any sense from a drunk who insisted his name was Santa Claus. Two weeks too late but the guy was insistent.

      She prepared herself for his glee as she reached out to open the door to the station.

      Suddenly, the door flew out towards her as two black clad uniforms exploded from the building. One continued running while the second slowed and apologised.

      ‘Sorry, Marm,’ he said, ‘five car pile-up on the motorway slip road.’

      She nodded her understanding and stepped aside.

      They slid into the squad car, hit the blues and tore off the car park. Their journey would meet little resistance from other vehicles even though it was Saturday night. Most sensible people were home watching television with a warm, comforting drink. It’s where the rest of her team were and where she’d hoped she was heading. Damn car.

      Luckily, Barney was enjoying the four-bar gas fire at Charlie’s after their recent walk. On long work days her seventy-year-old neighbour stepped in and took care of Barney for her.

      Coming to get you soon, boy, she promised silently as she crossed the space left by the speeding squad car.

      She frowned as she saw an alien shape against the wall of the building. She knew what it looked like, but surely not, she thought as she moved warily towards it. Nestled in the corner the object had gone unnoticed by the distracted officers tearing out of the station to a multi car pile-up.

      The external temperature was suddenly forgotten as ice ran through her veins.

      ‘No bloody way,’ she whispered, taking two steps forward. ‘Oh shit,’ she said, as she stepped into the light.
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      Kelly Rowe walked along Tavistock Road trying to remain visible while avoiding the snowflakes that had thickened over the last two hours and now aimed diagonally for her.

      The cold wind swirled around her bare legs. The denim mini just about protected the skin to her mid-thigh.

      The rest of the girls had dribbled away slowly since ten o’clock. Only Sally Summers, one of the older prostitutes, remained hopeful at the top of the road.

      Snow was not good for business.

      She took out her phone and made a call. Her mother answered on the third ring.

      ‘Hey, Mum, everything okay?’

      ‘Yeah, Lindy was in bed finally by ten. Kept insisting she just needed another biscuit.’

      Kelly allowed the warmth to spread through her. For a four-year-old Lindy had a devious streak, and she used it to full effect on her nanna. Oh, how she ached to go home and snuggle in bed next to her little girl. Feel the plump, small hands in her own. Nothing in the world was as bad when she was holding Lindy.

      She wanted to but she couldn’t.

      Part of her had been secretly hoping that her daughter was awake, unsettled so she could speak to her, reassure her she’d be home soon. Just hear her voice.

      ‘Club busy tonight, Kel?’ her mother asked, filling the silence.

      Kelly crossed her fingers and closed her eyes. Her mother thought she spent three nights each week bartending at a night club in Stourbridge. The truth would break her heart.

      ‘Yeah, still a few left in. Just popped out for a quick fag break.’

      ‘All right, love. Well, be careful getting home. It’s coming thick and fast now.’

      ‘Will do, Mum, thanks,’ Kelly said, ending the call.

      Had she stayed on the phone any longer her mother would have heard the tears thickening her throat and for the hundredth time she cursed herself for her own stubborn streak. If only she’d swallowed her pride eighteen months earlier she might not be in this situation now.

      She hadn’t expected to find herself single and pregnant at seventeen and, God forgive her, she had been an hour away from a termination. But at the very last minute, against her mother’s wishes, she had chosen not to go through with it and not one second of regret had passed through her mind since.

      She had been absolutely determined to take care of her daughter and had been doing okay. She’d secured an administrative job and a small two-bedroom flat in Netherton which was big enough for her and Lindy. The rent had just about been affordable as long as she shopped clever, picking up discounted goods at the end of the day.

      Two and a half years in and she’d lost her job as a care home administrator. The debts had started to mount up and every envelope that dropped on her mat was coloured red. Total desperation had gripped her when the electricity was finally turned off.

      It was her neighbour, Roxanne, who had come to her aid and suggested she accept a loan from Kai Lord. The enigmatic West African man had offered her much more than she’d needed, but he was insistent she take it, for ‘the little one’.

      She had briefly considered asking her mother for help but the woman had been critical of the decision to leave home so soon. She had believed Kelly incapable of taking care of her daughter on her own. To have turned to her for money would have been admitting defeat.

      A dour-looking man with body odour at the benefits office had helped her with her claim before explaining it would be at least a couple of weeks before the regular two-weekly payment of £200 would begin landing in her bank and no emergency payment was available.

      So, with no electricity, her rent late and barely any food in her cupboards, she had taken the money from Kai, all £1,000 of it, and got all her bills up to date. Three weeks later the loan had been called in. Payment in full with interest. A total of almost three thousand pounds: triple the amount she’d borrowed.

      When she’d been unable to pay, Kai had become angry. He’d told her that his associates would not be pleased and, although he himself would never harm the ‘little one’, he couldn’t guarantee her safety from the people to whom he would sell the debt. He had offered her a way out and she’d had no choice but to take it.

      The first punter had been the worst but necessity and desperation meant she had to see it through.

      After the first few she had found a way of disconnecting herself from the actual act and taking her mind elsewhere.

      It had all been for nothing anyway as she’d been forced to move back in with her mother after her failure to secure a job before the loan from Kai Lord had run out.

      But every time she got into a car she was one step closer to being free. She already had a plan for the future. Stay with her mum for as long as it took to get a respectable job, save some money and move out when she was properly prepared.

      A car turned into Tavistock Road. The speed of the vehicle was indicative of a punter on the crawl.

      She stepped out of the doorway, looking right and then left. The punter would see her before Sally at the end.

      She stood tall against the biting wind, the snowflakes melting against her bare skin. She sauntered to the kerb and tipped her head suggestively.

      The car pulled to a halt beside her.

      She smiled and got in.
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      ‘Err… it’s a baby, Marm,’ Jack said, from behind the safety of his glass partition.

      ‘You do know you’re wasted as custody sergeant?’ Kim snapped. She already knew what it was. What she wanted to know was what he intended to do about it.

      ‘Well, I know one thing, Marm, you didn’t have it when you left ten minutes ago.’

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘Very funny, Jack. Now, buzz me through so you can—’

      ‘Can’t have it back here, Marm,’ he said, cutting her off.

      ‘Jack, stop pissing about and take this…’

      ‘Seriously,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘I’ve got two squad cars and a van on the way from a fight that got out of hand at the chippy.’

      Fair enough, she thought. That would definitely keep him occupied for the next few hours.

      ‘Okay, well just call someone down to…’

      ‘Of course, Marm. I’ll just ring the twenty-four hour crèche on the third floor.’

      ‘Jack…’ she warned.

      He opened his hands and shrugged expressively.

      She wasn’t sure what she wanted him to do either but the car seat handle was beginning to dig into her hand.

      ‘Buzz me through,’ she snapped. ‘And call social services right now.’

      ‘Will do, Marm,’ he said, picking up the phone.

      She headed up to the office she’d left in darkness less than fifteen minutes earlier.

      She placed the car seat on Bryant’s desk and switched on the radiator. Luckily the heat had not yet totally disappeared from the room.

      ‘Okay, now what?’ she asked, standing in front of the desk with her hands on her hips.

      The small face wrinkled its nose and continued sleeping soundly.

      Kim tipped her head. ‘Okay, I’m gonna search you for clues,’ she said, quietly.

      She peeled back the white lace shawl that had been quadrupled and tucked around the baby’s legs and arms encasing it like a mummy. Beneath the shawl the baby was zipped into a lemon all-in-one suit that had feet, hood and ears. She felt around its body but there was nothing else in the chair. She gingerly opened the car seat clasp and touched the zip of the suit. She paused as the baby made a chomping motion with its mouth as though chewing on a steak.

      Don’t wake up, she prayed silently, as her hand stilled on the fastener. She’d felt less anxious when dealing with hardened criminals. A morning raid on drug dealers, a two-mile foot chase in the dark to apprehend a rapist and entering the scene of an armed robbery were all incidents she’d recently dealt with and none had induced the levels of stress she was feeling right now.

      The baby’s eyes remained closed, so she continued her investigation. As the zip lowered she saw that the child was dressed in another all-in-one suit but this was an inside garment.

      Suddenly it stirred and kicked out its legs. Kim stepped back, and held her breath.

      The phone rang, startling her.

      ‘Please tell me they’re here, Jack,’ she said, knowing it would be a social services record.

      ‘Ha, you wish,’ he sniggered. ‘The on-call team is currently trying to place a mother and five kids after her estranged husband issued a death threat.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Kim said. The season of goodwill appeared to be well and truly behind them. ‘How long?’

      ‘Not a clue; they wouldn’t commit, but a wrapped-up baby in the safety of a nice warm police station is not their top priority.’

      ‘Come on, Jack. There must be something you—’

      ‘Gotta go,’ he said, as a sudden rush of shouting filled the earpiece.

      ‘Thanks for nothing,’ she growled, slamming down the phone.

      ‘Oh great,’ she said, as the baby’s eyes and mouth opened at the same time.

      She looked around apologetically as a loud wail filled the room. She wasn’t sure who she was trying to tell that she hadn’t harmed it in any way. There was no one around. That was the whole bloody point.

      It wailed again. The sound managed to dance on her nerve endings. Shit, what was she supposed to do now?

      She took out her mobile phone and pressed on her contacts. The phone was answered on the second ring.

      ‘What’s up, guv?’ she heard in her ear and never had she been happier to hear his voice.

      ‘Bryant, I need you at the station, right now.’

      She looked at the baby who was screaming accusingly right at her.

      ‘And hurry, Bryant, this is an emergency situation.’
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      Andrei cried out in pain with each movement of the van. Every corner, bend or dip shot the blinding agony from his leg around his body like an exploding firework.

      The sound he made was deafening in his head but muted against the cloth that had absorbed all the moisture from his mouth. He had tried to use his bound hands to clutch the metal floor of the van to steady himself and keep his leg still but the suspension was tossing him around like a rag doll. He tried to convince himself that he was on his way to hospital, that the restraint and gag were just a precaution as they travelled.

      The man driving the vehicle was not known to him but he had seen him at the farm now and again. It occurred to Andrei that the black van always came after a bad accident.

      Suddenly the vehicle stopped and then shuddered into silence.

      Andrei listened keenly.

      The side door was opened and he was hauled out like a sack of potatoes. His eyes watered as he screamed his agony into the damp cloth.

      The snowfall had thickened since they had left the farm. The flakes were not fluttering around his head but smashing cold and icy onto his skin. An inch layer had already formed on the ground.

      ‘Please,’ he spluttered.

      The sound was ignored as he was dragged down a ditch at the side of the canal. The pain in his leg was causing red darts to cloud his vision.

      ‘Please, take me to the hospital,’ he begged, hoping that his words would somehow be understood.

      ‘Shut up, idiot,’ he heard, even though there wasn’t a soul around to hear his pleas.

      The male dragged him away from the bridge and along the towpath. Every movement ignited the pain in his broken bones.

      He saw the man look to the left. They were fifty feet away from the bridge which already had a snow ledge on top. The man looked to the right. There was no other bridge or access point onto the canal in sight.

      Andrei followed the man’s gaze up to the factory wall with cracked and broken panes of glass.

      Seemingly satisfied, he pushed Andrei to the ground.

      He leaned down and whispered conspiratorially. ‘Listen, the boss wants you dead and I gotta make it look good. I ain’t the murdering kind, so if you stay here I’ll come back for you when I can. If you move from here, we’ll both be fucked. Got it?’

      Andrei nodded. Not sure what else he could do. The searing pain in his leg meant he was powerless to argue or move anywhere without help.

      The man wiped the snow from his eyes before turning and heading back towards the bridge and the slope.

      As another shot of pain brought tears to his eyes, Andrei prayed the man would be back for him soon.
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      ‘Thank goodness you’re here,’ Kim said, as Bryant entered the squad room.

      Her repertoire of silly faces had been exhausted within minutes and her current activity of pushing the car seat to and fro appeared to be making them both nauseous.

      Bryant assessed the situation, shook his head and placed a carrier bag on the spare desk. He nudged her out of the way. ‘Have you not taken it out of the seat?’ he asked, unfastening the belt.

      ‘My dynamic risk assessment and knowledge of my own capabilities strenuously advised against it,’ she said, drily.

      In one fluid movement, the baby was in Bryant’s arms and against his outdoor jacket. His arms began moving up and down rhythmically. The baby bounced a few times and began to quieten.

      Kim felt the tension begin to drip out of her body.

      ‘Bryant, you are an absolute—’

      Her words were cut off as Dawson strode into the room.

      ‘Kev, what are…’

      ‘Like I’d miss this,’ he smirked, heading for the baby. He placed a carrier bag beside Bryant’s.

      She looked at her colleague accusingly. ‘You told him?’

      He viewed her as though it was a no-brainer. ‘Hell yeah. You and a baby? Couldn’t keep that to myself.’

      She shook her head as Dawson tickled the baby under the chin.

      He shrugged. ‘Thought I’d better get here before you hauled it into interview room one and started to question it.’

      ‘Great, all we need now is—’

      ‘Hey, boss, what’s gooin on here?’ Stacey said, placing a third carrier bag on the desk.

      Kim threw up her hands in despair.

      ‘Bryant, tell me you didn’t call all of the armed forces out too just in case.’

      ‘No, that’s pretty much everyone,’ he said, without apology. ‘Now if I’d had the chance to send out invitations…’

      ‘What’s all this?’ she asked, nodding towards the carrier bags.

      ‘Nappies,’ said Bryant, laying the baby on the desk.

      ‘Milk,’ Stacey said.

      ‘A toy,’ Dawson answered.

      ‘From the three wise bloody men,’ she said. ‘Sorry, Stace. But for your information the kid isn’t moving in. We’re minding it for a few hours not adopting it.’

      Bryant began to remove the baby’s suit as Dawson looked thoughtful.

      ‘So, if we’re the three wise men, doesn’t that make you the virg?—’

      ‘I dare you to finish that sentence, Kev,’ she snapped, as Bryant turned towards her.

      ‘Congratulations, guv. It’s a boy,’ he said, with a smirk.

      Kim looked around at the three of them thoroughly enjoying themselves and began to wish she’d just handed the baby over to Jack and ignored his protests.

      She looked at the baby’s face gurgling happily up at Bryant. No, she’d done the right thing. The child was safe and warm and that was all that mattered.

      ‘Stace, can you pass me one of those nappies,’ Bryant said, as Kim reached for the coffee jug. It was going to be a long night.

      ‘I’ll get that, boss,’ Dawson offered.

      She began to shake her head as her mobile began to ring.

      ‘Stone,’ she answered.

      Her face changed as she listened carefully.

      ‘Okay, got it,’ she said, ending the call.

      ‘Bryant, hand over the baby. We’ve got a body on the Burton Road,’ she said, grabbing her coat.

      It was never a good call to receive but as she threw a backwards glance to the writhing small person on the desk, it was at least a situation she could deal with.
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      Kim arrived at the cordon tape eleven minutes after she’d received the call. The snow was still falling freely but had not yet frozen to the gritted roads.

      The row of shops backed onto an alleyway that led under a railway tunnel and then disappeared into the east side of Hollytree.

      She stood for a moment with her back to the crime scene. If people were curious about the commotion they were prying at a distance. As yet members of the public had not congregated at the crime scene, eager for a front row seat to an image of a dead body.

      Bryant offered his warrant card as Kim donned the plastic shoe coverings offered to her.

      Halfway along the alley a familiar voice greeted her.

      ‘Detective Stone. I was hoping you would be the OIC called from your bed on this fresh, crisp morning.’

      ‘Keats, it’s almost two a.m. and I have not seen my house or dog in almost twenty-four hours. Feel free to bait me some more. I dare you. Now, what have we got?’

      Keats was the local pathologist whose mood rarely elevated beyond obnoxious. He was a short man with facial hair only on his chin, which appeared to compensate for the sparseness on his head. His humour was dry, sarcastic and usually aimed at her. Most days she liked the man a lot. At this hour, she did not.

      ‘Ah, Bryant, thank goodness,’ Keats said, as her colleague appeared behind her. ‘A much more accomplished conversationalist.’

      Bryant groaned. ‘Don’t tempt her, Keats. Not while I’m the closest one to her.’

      Although Kim heard their banter she tuned it out.

      The alley was dark, illuminated only by a street lamp at the cordon. The police photographer took a snap. The flash illuminated the whole alley.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Kim said. ‘Do it again.’

      This time she was ready and took her own mental snapshot. She was looking at the body of a female in her early twenties. The blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail revealing a face not yet ravaged by time. The eyes were open and stared up into the sky.

      ‘Do it again,’ Kim said.

      Snowflakes were landing on her eyelashes, holding for a second before disappearing. It was eerie to see that the eyes didn’t blink as flakes fell onto the open eyes.

      She wore a short denim skirt, no leg coverings and black stiletto heels. The top of her head to her neck and her thighs to her feet looked relatively normal.

      ‘And again,’ she said.

      Kim could not identify the colour of the upper body garments. The entire area was stained red.

      ‘And again.’

      This time Kim could see at least three tears in the fabric.

      ‘Here, take this,’ Keats said, offering her a Maglite torch.

      She took it and aimed it at the torso. The blood had soaked into the snow around the body. It looked like training day at the butcher’s.

      ‘How many stab wounds?’

      ‘I’ve counted four so far but I’ll confirm that once I get her back.’

      Kim nodded. ‘Timing?’

      ‘Liver tells me she’s been dead for around three hours but you already know—’

      ‘It’s difficult to be more precise because of the weather,’ she finished for him.

      ‘Good to see you’re learning, Inspector.’

      Kim ignored him as she cast the torch over the body again. She fought the urge to lean down and close the eyes as though shutting the doors on the woman’s suffering and sending her towards peace. A final act of kindness.

      She could have guesstimated the approximate time Keats had given her without the aid of the liver probe. The snow had started falling around nine o’clock and had grown heavier around eleven. With the smattering of snow evident on her upturned hands Kim would have guessed at around three hours.

      ‘Is that a handbag underneath her right arm?’ she asked.

      Keats nodded and then looked at the forensic photographer, who stepped back.

      ‘Go on,’ Keats advised, giving her permission to move it.

      Kim leaned down and lifted the right arm gently. She used the torch to lift the flap of leather so she could see inside. At the top of the handbag was a bunch of notes.

      ‘Last punter?’ Bryant asked, opening an evidence bag.

      ‘Yeah, and not too long ago.’

      Kim dropped the notes into the bag. ‘She didn’t even have a chance to fold it in with the rest.’

      A small roll of notes lay at the bottom of the bag, pitifully thin for a night out working in these conditions.

      Other than condoms and a set of house keys on a smiley key ring there was little else in the main section of the bag. She felt into the side pocket and found what she’d been looking for: a driving licence and a mobile phone.

      She shone the torch at the driving licence.

      ‘Kelly Rowe.’ She peered closer. ‘Aged twenty-one, address in Wordsley.’

      ‘Not robbery then, guv?’

      Kim shook her head. She had known that immediately. The handbag had been underneath the body, so the victim had fallen on top of it. Had the bag been the motive it would have been subject to a tussle or struggle and would more likely have been forward of the body or to the side. Additionally, very few robbers then re-closed the handbag after emptying it.

      ‘Think that top batch of cash is important?’ Bryant asked.

      ‘Not as much as we’d like,’ she answered. ‘That money came from the last customer who was happy to pay for her services. The killer would have kept the money.’ She thought for a minute. ‘Pass that evidence bag again.’

      ‘The cash?’

      She nodded, and examined it under the light of the torch. She was guessing it was forty or fifty pounds but however much it was, the money appeared to be in denominations of £5 notes.

      ‘Whoever paid with this may be able to tell us which direction she went but that’s probably about it.’

      She turned. ‘Keats, when—?’

      ‘Monday morning and I won’t be bullied into any earlier. We have three expired pensioners at the mortuary at the moment and I’m sure you’d like me to take care of this lady personally, and I have just worked eleven days straight.’

      Kim opened her mouth and closed it again. He had recently assisted in another county with a house fire that had claimed the lives of four children under the age of nine.

      Keats clutched his chest. ‘What’s this, Inspector, no arguments, no coercion, no threats?’

      Just to play with his head she smiled at him and walked away. Two officers passed her carrying a privacy screen. The narrow alleyway would not contain a white tent. Common sense should have dictated that few passers-by would be interested on a cold winter’s night and yet macabre fascination knew no season.

      She removed the shoe coverings and placed them in the box beside the two officers guarding the cordon.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked Bryant as he took his phone from his pocket.

      ‘Baby was collected from the station ten minutes ago by social services. Kev’s dropping Stacey back home.’

      Kim acknowledged the relief that flowed through her. She spoke to Bryant across the roof of the car.

      ‘Let them know we’re briefing at seven. Get a message to the notifying officer that nothing is to be mentioned of Kelly’s profession to her family, got it?’

      Bryant nodded and looked at his watch. ‘So the day starts again in about five hours, guv?’

      Kim opened the driver’s door and was half bent into the vehicle when a movement to the right of the cordon caught her eye. She straightened and narrowed her eyes, staring past the darkness.

      The figure had disappeared.

      But she knew for sure it had been there.
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      Kim seated herself at the spare desk in the squad room. She’d been in at six and already managed a quick meeting with Woody. There was no need to share the entire agenda of that meeting with her team quite yet.

      ‘Okay, guys, our victim, Kelly Rowe, was a sex worker. Stace, get the board.’

      Stacey took the marker and transferred the information to the board.

      ‘She was twenty-one years of age, a single mother who lives with her own mum in Wordsley. The night’s takings were still in her purse, so definitely not robbery and there were at least four stab wounds to the torso. Time of death was around eleven last night.’

      ‘We looking for her last punter, boss?’ Dawson asked.

      Kim shook her head. ‘I’m not convinced her last punter did it,’ she admitted, still questioning the wad of notes sitting at the top of Kelly’s handbag.

      ‘We’ve got no post-mortem until tomorrow as Keats is taking the day off. Bryant and I will be starting with the family and I want you two looking at CCTV to see if you can identify the person who left the baby last night.’

      It appeared to be an example of finders’ keepers as Woody had already allocated them the abandoned baby case in addition to the murder investigation.

      Dawson’s head shot up. ‘Isn’t that something Stacey can do on her?—’

      ‘I want you two working together on this one,’ Kim said.

      ‘But surely you need me on the real—’

      ‘That baby looked pretty real to me,’ Kim snapped.

      She understood that Dawson would see an abandoned baby as a lower priority and would want to be involved in a murder case but the baby was theirs whether they wanted it or not.

      ‘I get to leave the office?’ Stacey asked, widening her eyes.

      ‘Yes, once you’ve taken a look through these witness statements from last night.’

      ‘And I get a partner again?’ Dawson joked.

      Stacey frowned at him.

      He smiled. ‘But that’s okay seeing as it’s you.’

      Kim checked Stacey’s expression for any hint of hesitation or reservation. She found none. It had only been a couple of months since the constable’s traumatic experience at the hands of a bunch of racist bastards. Kim had kept her deskbound ever since but she knew she had to loosen the reins and allow her to do her job and not only the data mining. Yes, that left a gap in the team but it was a situation she had already addressed with Woody.

      ‘If you come up with anything, give me a call on the mobile,’ Kim said, grabbing her jacket from the desk. She was halfway down the stairs before Bryant caught up with her.

      Kim hadn’t called a press conference. She hadn’t needed to. She fought her way through reporters three deep to leave the building.

      Reporters and photographers stood in huddles. She recognised a few of the locals from the Express and the free papers. A Central News reporter and a BBC Midlands Today cameraman were sharing something on their mobile phones. A Sky News correspondent was busy texting, and Tracy Frost from the Dudley Star was front and centre.

      ‘Okay, gather round,’ Kim shouted. A bunch of microphones appeared before her face and tape recorders were activated and thrust forward. God, she hated this.

      The appetite of the beast would not be sated but they had to offer something. It was only a matter of hours before their victim would be identified as a prostitute, sparking a whole series of media debates before the family had been given the opportunity to draw their breath. This lot were not going to wait for the press liaison officer before they got something in print or online.

      ‘Is she a prostitute?’ Frost shouted, quickly.

      Kim ignored her and started speaking.

      ‘The body of a young woman was found last night in the Brierley Hill area—’

      ‘Is she a prostitute?’ Frost shouted again.

      ‘She will be formally identified once her family has been informed and—’

      ‘Is she a prostitute?’ another reporter called out.

      Kim stared forward. ‘West Midlands Police will be doing everything to—’

      ‘Is there a reason you’re ignoring the question?’ Frost challenged.

      Kim met her expression squarely. ‘Is there a reason that’s the only question you’ve asked?’ she said, stepping away from the microphones.

      News reporters and journalists she could live with, and in some cases, even respect. Headline hunters made her sick.

      ‘So, you gonna throw the full weight of the law behind this one, Stone?’ Frost asked, sarcastically, once they were away from the baying crowd.

      Kim stopped dead causing Tracy to land two steps ahead before she realised.

      ‘Really, you of all people ask me that?’ Kim said with disgust. ‘If I championed only the public perception of worthy you’d be dead meat right now.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ Tracy conceded. ‘You gonna confirm later?’ she asked, still seeking a response to her only question.

      ‘Confirm what?’ Kim asked, innocently.

      ‘Jeez, Stone, you’re hard work,’ Frost said.

      ‘But so worth it in the end,’ Kim said, raising one eyebrow.

      Tracy chuckled. ‘Anyway, heard you had a young new recruit in there last night,’ she said, nodding towards the station.

      The smile disappeared from Kim’s face.

      ‘Don’t you dare even think about it,’ she warned. She did not want anything to do with that child splashed over the front page. Thank God the woman had waited until they were away from the rabble to throw that one at her.

      Frost shrugged and sauntered away.

      ‘Bryant,’ Kim said, across the roof of his car. ‘Remind me why the hell I bothered saving her life.’

      He followed her gaze to the swishing blonde hair and the five-inch heels. ‘Beats me,’ he said, getting in the car.

      She headed out of the car park, onto the ring road, and sighed.

      She was missing one family for a child and she was about to make another family’s day a whole lot worse.

      And there was something she still hadn’t told her team.
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      ‘You almost ready?’ Dawson asked, glancing towards Stacey. It had taken them less than half an hour to work through the few witness statements they had. ‘I mean, if you need more time…’

      ‘I ay left the building in the last two months, Kev,’ she said, tetchily. ‘You really gonna ask me if I need more time?’

      ‘Yeah, I know. Just trying to be the supportive colleague,’ he offered with a smile.

      ‘Well, stop it. You’re freaking me out.’

      He glanced back down at the desk. In that case it was a good job she didn’t know the whole truth. Stacey’s abduction seemed to have hit the rest of them harder than it had her. He knew she’d been in counselling since it happened. At first, she had moaned at him about the psychologist and had denied the need to speak to someone. Then she’d said it wasn’t all that bad, and now she was saying nothing at all. He suspected she was missing appointments.

      The boss had done what they had all wanted to do: protect her and keep her locked in the office. But now she was giving Stacey some freedom and she was entrusting Stacey to him. And he wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

      ‘So, what are your thoughts?’ she asked, as they headed down the stairs.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘The baby,’ she said. ‘Where it came from, who left it, why the mother felt driven to panic and do such a terrible—’

      ‘Bloody hell, Stace. A few assumptions in there. How do you know it was the mother? Why do you already say it was a terrible thing to do and why a panic?’

      ‘Okay,’ she accepted. ‘Maybe not the mother but why would any parent choose to leave their child outside a police station?’

      ‘There are a hundred reasons. Young mothers are frightened, teenage mothers panic but this wasn’t a newborn. That boy was around three months old so we’re not looking for a teenager trying to hide the new arrival from her parents. The child has been somewhere since it was born.’

      ‘Well, doe that just make it all the weirder?’ Stacey asked.

      Yes, he silently agreed. It certainly did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie Greaves stepped off the bus and headed to the front of the station. The argument with her mother still rang in her ears, primarily because it was the same argument they had every time they were in the same room.

      Her mother had gone back on her word and Ellie felt betrayed.

      Discussions about college had surfaced a couple of months ago, a week before her sixteenth birthday, and it was a discussion Ellie had been dreading.

      Having been bullied for her entire school life because of a stutter, which had corrected itself in her second year of high school, Ellie had no wish to continue within the education system. A chart in her bedside cabinet had marked the days until she could escape the misery.

      As a single parent who had never claimed a welfare benefit in her life, Ellie’s mother was passionate that she would gain a decent education. She wanted Ellie to see that college was the key to her future. That she would go on to university and secure a job that would ensure she was financially independent for the rest of her life.

      Except Ellie couldn’t see the stretch of her whole life. She could only see that day on the calendar, marked with gold stars, exclamation marks and glitter that signalled the end of the torture.

      During the last few months the arguments had become more frequent. Often they were about tidying her room or because she was playing her music too loud or she’d left the mayo out of the fridge.

      It didn’t matter what the surface arguments were about. The underlying battle was the same every time. A month before, Ellie had goaded her mother into an agreement. If she found a job with real prospects her mother would forego the college rule. Two weeks later Ellie had presented her mother with a written job offer as an apprentice mechanic to start as soon as she left school. Her mother had been incensed and had thrown the job offer in the bin, claiming it wasn’t a proper job and therefore didn’t count.

      Ellie had barely left her bedroom since discovering her mother’s deceit and the realisation that the deal had been on her terms only, in a career she deemed fit for her daughter.

      During those two weeks she had thanked God for Roxanne. Just before Christmas Ellie had stumbled onto a Facebook page entitled, ‘Teen Angst’. It was little more than a message board designed for venting. After reading the other posts Ellie had taken full advantage of the page and vented her heart out. Afterwards she had felt much better, even cleansed.

      That same night, she’d received a personal message from the page administrator thanking her for the valuable contribution and offering personal support should she need it. There had been something in the brief message that had spoken to her. Just a no pressure response from someone claiming to have been in the same situation ten years earlier.

      Messages back and forth had ensued, each one longer and filled with more detail. One thing that Ellie had warmed to was that while understanding her plight Roxanne had offered calm reassurance without once dissing her mother. In fact, Roxanne often offered an alternative view of their arguments and presented her mother’s opinion in a reasonable, measured way that always managed to calm her down.

      The previous night, after their worst row yet, Ellie had immediately taken to Facebook and told Roxanne she was considering running away.

      Roxanne’s response had been immediate, urging her to reconsider. Instead she had offered to meet with her for coffee and a chat. Some cooling off time. Ellie had felt special being singled out. And going for coffee felt really mature.

      She had considered leaving a note for her mother but at the last minute had decided it would do her mother good to wonder for a few hours.

      [image: ]

      Two short bus rides had led her to the front entrance of Cradley Heath bus and train station.

      Roxanne had said she would be waiting but Ellie could see no woman standing around. Ellie took out her phone and scrolled down to the number Roxanne had sent her in case anything should go wrong. As she pressed the button to call she felt a presence loom up on either side of her. Her breath caught in her chest as the two guys startled her. Perhaps they had bumped into her accidentally.

      ‘Hey, sweetness, what you got there?’ the taller guy asked, snatching her phone.

      She instinctively reached for it but he was too quick for her.

      He laughed as he held it high above her head.

      Ellie felt her heart lurch inside her chest. She looked frantically around but there was no one.

      ‘P-please, give it—’

      ‘Nice phone,’ said the black guy appraising it and nodding.

      She tried to swallow the fear that had dried her mouth. Her tummy was turning but she had to try and get it back. If she lost her phone her mother would kill her.

      As she turned, the second guy grabbed for the small rucksack. She hunched her shoulders forward trying to keep it on her back but his strength was too much for her. He swung her against the wall so that her shoulder crashed against the brick.

      ‘Let go, bitch,’ he growled, as her weakened arms slid out of the straps.

      Although her heart was beating fast she made another grab for the phone.

      ‘Give me back—’

      The smaller one holding her rucksack slammed her against the wall of the building and thrust his hand between her legs. He squeezed, hard.

      She cried out.

      He threw back his head and laughed. His breath smelled of beer and stale smoke.

      She tried to control the trembling and the sudden swell of tears that rushed to her eyes. She just wanted them to take the phone and go, terrified of what they might do to her.

      ‘Be grateful this is all we’re after, gorgeous,’ he said, with another squeeze between her legs.

      Within seconds they had disappeared from view around the side of the building and across the railway tracks.

      Ellie was stunned and frightened. It had all happened so quickly. She looked around to see if anyone had seen anything. A woman was sprinting towards her. She was reed thin, wearing skinny jeans, inch high boots and a sweatshirt. Her long red hair was tied in a ponytail.

      A look of horror shaped her face.

      ‘Ellie?’ she asked.

      Ellie nodded dumbly, feeling the tears again sting her eyes.

      The woman took her hand. ‘I’m Roxanne. I just saw what happened as I got out of the car. Are you okay?’

      Ellie nodded not trusting herself to speak.

      Roxanne walked around the building but the thugs were long gone. The woman placed an arm around her shoulders, protectively, and began guiding her across the bus station to a car park on the other side

      ‘Come on, sweetie, let’s get you back to mine and sort out what we’re gonna do.’

      Ellie allowed herself to be guided and fought back the tears. Although only a few miles from home she suddenly felt much further away. She allowed Roxanne to place her into the small silver car and pull the seatbelt around her.

      She realised that without her purse or mobile phone, she really had very little choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The home of Kelly Rowe’s mother was unremarkable. It was a red-brick terrace with no front garden. A step up led to the front door that was opened by the family liaison officer.

      She stood aside to allow them in and closed the door quietly behind them.

      She offered her hand. ‘Louise Nash.’

      Bryant took it and introduced the two of them.

      ‘Got here about two hours ago. She hasn’t yet stopped crying but I get the impression she doesn’t know about her daughter’s profession. Keeps mentioning the name of a club I’ve never heard of. And I’ve kept the television on the kiddie channels for Lindy.’

      A good ploy for keeping the woman away from the news.

      ‘Other family members?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Doesn’t seem to be a father in the picture. Audrey has said nothing about a husband or any brothers and sisters. I’m pretty sure Kelly was her only child.’

      Kim nodded and took a step towards the door to the other room.

      The space was darker than the front room with only a small window that looked out onto a six foot fence that separated it from the next property. The woman on the sofa had a head full of tight brown natural curls. Kim guessed her to be early fifties. She wore plain blue trousers and a buttoned-up cardigan.

      The red raw eyes turned to Kim as she entered. They held what Kim had seen a hundred times: hope that a mistake had been made and that her daughter was alive and well.

      ‘Hey, Lindy, want to help me make breakfast?’ Louise asked.

      The child turned from her position in front of the TV. She frowned but nodded and left the room.

      Bryant stepped forward and touched the woman’s shoulder gently.

      ‘Mrs Rowe, we are so sorry for your loss.’

      The hope in her face died and a fresh wave of tears rolled into her eyes.

      Kim and Bryant both sat on the two-seater sofa. Bryant sat closest.

      ‘Mrs Rowe, we understand how difficult this must be for you but we need to ask some questions.’

      Audrey dabbed at her eyes and nodded bravely. Some part of the poor woman thought that if she cooperated fully time could be rewound and the death could be undone.

      That her daughter had been brutally murdered was not bad enough. That the child who now pottered in the kitchen was going to grow up motherless was not sad enough. That this poor woman was going to have to bury her daughter. They were now also going to have to inform her that her child had lied and kept secrets. And that she’d slept with men for money. Not a vision any mother wanted but the headlines would scream that fact soon enough with remorseless brutality. It was best she heard it from them first.

      ‘Can you tell us about Kelly’s habits?’ Bryant asked.

      Audrey nodded. ‘She lost her job almost two years ago. It wasn’t a well-paid job but it was enough for her and Lindy to get by. She got a job cleaning offices, which she does a few mornings a week, and she works at a club Thursday, Friday and Sunday.’

      Kim said nothing at her use of the present tense. The past tense would come soon enough and would then stay with her for life.

      ‘And what did she do at the club?’ Bryant asked.

      Audrey shook her head. ‘Bartending, I think. She was always there late so I don’t know if she had to lock up afterwards.’

      Kim caught Bryant’s eye. Painful as it was he was going to have to tell her the truth.

      ‘Did Kelly talk about any trouble she was having with anyone? Did she mention any names of people she’d argued with?’ Bryant asked.

      Kim understood that her colleague was attempting to get information before breaking the news that would render her incomprehensible.

      Audrey’s grief temporarily made way for confusion.

      ‘You can’t think this is personal. That someone intended to hurt her?’

      ‘We can’t rule it out, Mrs Rowe.’

      Audrey shook her head. ‘But surely it was a random robbery?’

      Kim would have loved nothing more than to leave that picture in her mind. That her child had been leaving work and been in the wrong place at the wrong time and she had bravely fought her attacker. The real, lingering picture was going to be much harder to bear.

      ‘Have you not talked to the owner of the club or the other staff members?’ she asked.

      And the game was up. Audrey had forced Bryant into a position from which he could not escape.

      ‘Mrs Rowe, I need to tell you something that is going to come as a shock to you. I’m afraid your daughter was not working at a bar. She was involved in the sex trade.’

      Bryant’s phraseology allowed Audrey a few more seconds of ignorance before her own brain fitted the pieces together.

      Kim wished it was a fact that they didn’t have to reveal but she preferred the woman to hear it from them. The news headlines would scream her profession at every opportunity and Kim wanted her to be ready.

      The tissue fell from Audrey’s hand.

      ‘Are you trying to tell me she was a…’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘You think she was a prostitute?’

      Bryant said nothing but held her gaze.

      Audrey started shaking her head from side to side.

      ‘No, no, no… you have it wrong. Kelly doesn’t do that. She works at a bar. She makes good tips. She would never…’

      ‘Audrey, we need to give you the whole picture before you read it in the newspapers. Your daughter was stabbed multiple times and we don’t feel that robbery was the motive.’

      Audrey rose and paced the small room looking for somewhere to hide where the truth wouldn’t find her.

      ‘It’s just not possible, officer.’

      Kim knew what was coming next and she was ready for it. Denial of part of the truth allowed the woman to deny the whole truth.

      Audrey turned and focussed red, stricken eyes on them.

      ‘You have to be mistaken. You have it all wrong. This is not Kelly you’re talking about. You obviously have the wrong girl.’

      Kim thought back a few hours to when she’d opened Kelly’s bag and inspected the contents properly.

      ‘Mrs Rowe, the three of you recently went to see Santa at the safari park?’

      ‘Yes, but how could you…’

      Her words trailed away.

      ‘The photo was in Kelly’s handbag,’ Kim said, gently.

      Audrey folded to the ground. A keening sound came from between her lips.

      Bryant immediately knelt to comfort her.

      Kim stepped into the kitchen.
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