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It seemed to Ava Gold that her life had become wrapped in a tissue of lies and deceit. Some of this was of her own making, a result of the decisions she had made, and the rest down to the falsehoods of others. It was three days now since Terry Street had dropped the bombshell about Chris, and she was still trying to get her head around it. Could she trust what he’d said? What if he’d been mistaken, if he’d got his facts wrong? But time and time again she came back to that moment when she’d been standing in the Street’s kitchen, and Terry had hinted at pretty much the same thing: She got what was coming to her. You screw people over … you got to take the consequences.


Ava hadn’t heard from Chris, not so much as a text, although she was pretty sure he’d have managed to procure a mobile phone by now. He’d need one to talk privately to Solomon, to keep up to speed with what was happening with the business. His silence didn’t necessarily equate to guilt, but it didn’t help either. She had felt on the visit to the jail that something was wrong, that he’d been weirdly acceptant of his fate instead of railing against the injustice of it all.


And then there was the little matter of the bracelet. What if it hadn’t been planted, but simply overlooked – a drunken mistake that was now coming back to haunt him. Maybe Bullen hadn’t stitched him up at all. Maybe Bullen wasn’t smart enough to have pulled off a stunt like that. The more Ava thought about it, the less happy she became. She was a loyal person, but not blindly loyal. There were some things that could never be forgiven.


She sighed into her coffee, and from across the other side of the kitchen table Holly stared wide-eyed at her. The girl had been doing that a lot recently as though she was afraid Ava was going to change her mind and hand her in to the law. Since the revelation that the police were aware of her identity, and even had a photograph, Holly had become increasingly jumpy.


In truth, Ava was at a loss as to what to do next. Unless the police came up with a better suspect for Cyrus’ death, Holly was going to be on the wanted list for a very long time. And she couldn’t stay in the flat for ever. There were people out there who could provide false identities, papers and passports, but she didn’t have a clue who they were or where to find them. And anyway, all that stuff cost money, and money was thin on the ground at the moment.


Ava had managed one practical change, however. A pack of brown hair dye and a quick snip with the scissors had transformed Holly’s appearance. Now, with her shoulder length brown locks, she looked quite different to the picture of the blonde schoolgirl that the cops had on record. Unless they knew her well, she didn’t think anyone would recognise her.


Although Ava still believed in Holly’s innocence, she didn’t believe everything the girl told her. There was that business about the sister, for instance. When Ava had asked about it, Holly had visibly started.


‘I don’t have a sister.’


‘The law reckon you do.’


‘Then the law are wrong. Must have got me mixed up with someone else.’


‘Maybe a half-sister, then?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ Holly said, ‘and I don’t give a fuck either.’


Ava had dropped the subject, but hadn’t forgotten about it. She had definitely struck a nerve. Still, families weren’t always easy and Holly’s background was probably worse than most. If she didn’t want to talk, that was her choice. Some things were best left alone. Thinking of family reminded Ava of her dad. It was a relief to have him safely out of the way in Southend. The problem hadn’t disappeared – the loan would still be accumulating – but at least he wasn’t in imminent danger of another beating.


Holly kept playing with her hair, pushing it behind her ear and flicking it out again. She continued to stare at Ava.


‘What is it?’


‘Nothing,’ Holly said.


‘Look, if I was going to grass you to the law, I’d have done it while I was down the station. So stop worrying about it, yeah?’


‘It’s not that.’


‘What is it, then?’


Holly played with her hair some more. ‘I found some notes in the drawer.’ Her gaze slid sideways to the kitchen cabinets. ‘I wasn’t snooping or nothing, I was only looking for a spoon. What’s that all about, then?’


‘Just looking for a spoon and the envelopes fell open?’


Holly lifted and dropped her skinny shoulders. ‘They’re weird,’ she said. ‘Creepy.’


‘Yeah, well, the world’s full of creepy people.’


‘So who’s Josie Green?’


Ava hesitated, but then decided it didn’t much matter whether she knew or not. ‘They found her body at the arches. She used to work at a club Chris owns. He’s a friend of mine, he—’


‘He’s the guy who was calling you in the cab the night you brought me here.’


‘Yeah, that’s the one.’ Ava was surprised she remembered. ‘But he didn’t do it. These notes … It’s just someone trying to cause trouble.’


‘Do you know who’s sending them?’


‘I’ve got a pretty good idea.’ Ava drained the last of her coffee and put the mug down on the table. ‘I’ve got some shopping to do before I go to work. Is there anything you need?’


‘You could get some beer.’


‘I could,’ Ava said, ‘but I won’t.’


Holly pulled a face. ‘It’s boring here. There’s nothing to do.’


Ava was about to retort that it was a damn site more boring in jail, but stopped herself in time. It would have been a low blow, the sort of comment that could have freaked the girl out – and freaked-out people did crazy things. ‘You can wash the dishes if you’re at a loose end. Or give the place a dust.’


Holly looked at her as though she was mad. ‘There’s probably something on the telly.’


Outside, the market was winding down for the day. The crowd had thinned out to a trickle and the stalls were starting to pack up. Ava trod carefully, avoiding the squashed fruit and vegetables scattered on the pavement. On the high street she crossed the road to the Spar and went inside.


Ava picked up a basket and headed down the central aisle towards the chilled section. Now that she had company, she was forever shopping. No sooner had she filled the cupboards than they were empty again. Holly was like a human dustbin, ingesting anything and everything that was edible. At this rate the girl was going to eat her out of house and home.


She piled cheap pizzas, mince, milk, cheese, yoghurt, ham and eggs into the basket, and then walked back down adding bread, cereal, tea bags, diet coke and pasta on her way. As an afterthought she chucked in some cut price biscuits too. There was no sign of the big lady at the checkout and the till was being manned instead by a lad with a bad case of acne and a disinclination to make any kind of eye contact. He mumbled something that might have been about top-ups. Ava couldn’t hear it properly but decided not to embarrass him by asking for a repeat. Instead she said brightly, ‘That’s all thanks,’ paid for her groceries, picked up her bags and left.


She crossed the road back to the market and stopped off at one of the closing stalls. It was always a good time to buy when they were packing up for the day. She bought potatoes, onions, carrots, tomatoes and green beans all at a knock-down price, and walked on towards the flat feeling pleased with her purchases. It was good to get a bargain, especially when money was tight.


Ava was only ten yards from home when she became aware of someone behind her. She glanced over her shoulder, saw Lee Bullen on her tail and felt her heart sink. He drew alongside, grinning.


‘Hello, darlin’. Lovely day, ain’t it?’


‘It was,’ Ava said.


‘You’ve got a bad attitude, Ava. Anyone ever told you that?’


‘No one who matters.’


‘I mean, here I am, going out of my way to try and solve your dad’s little problem, and what thanks do I get?’


Ava felt the rage growing inside her. She thought of her father’s beaten-up face and snarled, ‘If I’m not mistaken, you’re the one who caused his “little problem” in the first place.’


‘No one put a gun to his head, love. It was his choice.’


‘And whose choice was it to beat the crap out of him?’


Bullen smirked.


Ava reckoned he was lucky she had bags in her hands or she would have been tempted to give him a slap. ‘Just go away, yeah? Leave me alone.’


‘I will, love, just as soon as you tell me where he is. I need to have a word, you know what I mean? He ain’t at the flat and he ain’t answering his phone.’


‘Perhaps he’s trying to tell you something.’


‘I’ll find him, wherever he is.’


‘He’s gone away for a while – doctor’s orders – so I wouldn’t waste your time.’


Bullen’s expression grew sly. ‘Or maybe he’s decided to take a break closer to home.’ His eyes shifted up towards the windows of the flat. ‘Maybe more of a family holiday.’


Ava gave a snort. ‘Yeah, because he’d never imagine you’d come looking for him here. You want to come in and search the place, check in the wardrobes and under the beds?’ She was calling his bluff, keeping her fingers mentally crossed that he wouldn’t take her up on the offer. With Holly inside, things could get tricky. ‘No skin off my nose. Help yourself.’


Bullen appeared to toy with the idea but then, perhaps not wanting to look like a mug if Jimmy Gold wasn’t there, said instead, ‘Tell him to give me a bell. This ain’t over. We’ve got unfinished business.’


Ava put one of the bags on the bottom step and took out her keys. ‘Tell him yourself. I’m not your messenger.’


‘I would, love, if the stupid bastard hadn’t done a runner.’


‘Well, I’m sure there are lots of other stupid bastards out there. You’ll soon find someone to take his place.’


Bullen lurched forward, grabbed hold of her elbow and hissed into her face. ‘Don’t piss me off, sweetheart. Your old man’s in big trouble and your smart mouth ain’t helping him.’


Ava wrenched free her arm. ‘You finished?’ She picked up the bag and climbed the steps. At the top, she unlocked the door, turned and glared at him. He stared back at her, his teeth bared, his nostrils flared like an angry boar. She was tempted to try and have the last word, but for once had the sense to she keep her smart mouth in check. She went inside and slammed the door behind her.
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In the kitchen, Ava dumped the bags on the counter and started to unpack. She was still seething from her encounter with Bullen, her pulse running faster than it should, her mouth fixed in a straight angry line. That man was the pits, the lowest of the low. She would never forget what he’d done to her dad, and never forgive him for it.


‘What’s the matter?’ Holly asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘So why are you angry?’


‘I’m not.’


‘Was it that guy you were talking to?’


Ava threw some groceries in the fridge and closed the door. ‘What guy?’


‘You know, the bloke you were with outside, the one in the market.’


‘And how did you manage to see that when you’re supposed to be staying away from the windows?’


Holly rolled her eyes as though Ava was being an especially boring parent. ‘I wasn’t standing right in front of it, was I? No one could see me. You didn’t see me.’


‘I wasn’t looking,’ Ava said. But Bullen had been. Still, he couldn’t have noticed anything or he’d have taken her up on that offer to search the place. ‘You’ve got to be careful. You don’t know who’s around.’


‘I was careful. I am. Anyway, no one’s looking for a girl with brown hair.’ Holly touched the crown of her head and grinned. ‘I could probably walk round Kellston without any chance of being sussed.’


‘I wouldn’t recommend it.’


‘I didn’t say I would, just that I could. And you didn’t tell me who that bloke was.’
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