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      For my great friends Marcelle and Stuart Carratt and their 
lovely daughters Tanya, Kirsty, Sian and Narita.
      

      
   
      
      
      Prologue

      
      On the surface there was nothing different about that dull August day in 1998, and yet it was to change all our lives for
         ever. Shall I tell you about it? There’s a part of me that wants to, that longs to, but another part that’s simply too afraid.
         I’ve kept it hidden for so long, and if I open the box all kinds of demons might fly out. I’m not sure if I can cope with
         that. There’s something else I’m worried about too, another fear that can’t be pushed aside: I’m terrified of being judged.
         Even as I write these words I’m aware of how cowardly they sound. But that’s who I am. I’m a coward and a liar, and because
         of me a ten-year-old girl died.
      

      
      Well, there it is. I’ve taken the first step, admitted it, and there’s no point in trying to backtrack now. So I’ll tell you
         what I know. It may not be the whole truth, the exact truth, but I’ll do my best. Time plays tricks with the memory, and my account may not be completely accurate.
      

      
      This is a story about six ten-year-old girls. On the day we’re talking about, five of them ate their breakfasts, left their
         respective homes and met up at the rusting gates of the Mansfield Estate. Becky Hibbert was the first to arrive, closely followed by Kirsten Roberts, Lynda Choi and Sam Kendall. Paige Fielding,
         as always, was the last on the scene; she was the self-proclaimed leader of the gang, the tallest and the loudest, and she
         liked to exert her authority by keeping everyone waiting.
      

      
      Alley cats was what the neighbours called them, kids with too much time on their hands and nothing better to do in the school
         holidays than aimlessly roam the East End streets of Kellston. On that particular Wednesday the sky was a gloomy shade of
         grey, but the air was mild enough and the rain had stopped falling. The five girls, dressed in jeans and T-shirts, flip-flopped
         down the high street with boredom tugging at their heels. With less than a quid between them, they were on the lookout for
         anything that could be easily lifted.
      

      
      After being thrown out of Woolworth’s – they’d raided that store too many times before – they headed for the market, where
         there were usually easy pickings. Keeping their eyes peeled for careless shoppers who left their purses too close to the top
         of their shopping bags, they strolled casually up and down between the rows of brightly coloured stalls, their quick hands
         swiping what they could. Small, easily hidden items were what they were after. The jewellery stalls were their favoured sites,
         with their heaps of rings and bracelets and dangly earrings. The girls had little idea of the value of what they took but,
         like jackdaws, were drawn to anything that glittered.
      

      
      After they’d accumulated as much as they safely could, the next stage was to find a quiet place to survey the haul. This was
         always somewhere in the confusing maze of alleyways that criss-crossed the dingier parts of Kellston. On that Wednesday morning
         they went round the back of Albert Street, haunt of the local toms – although none were working at that time of day – and
         hunkered down by a pile of old crates. The ground was littered with discarded condoms, used needles and empty plastic cider
         bottles.
      

      
      It was Paige who gathered the spoils together, making sure the others didn’t hold anything back. She had a sixth sense for
         when someone was lying to her and the ability to inflict the worst Chinese burns in living memory. Paige was, to put it mildly,
         a Class A bitch.
      

      
      ‘Gimme,’ she ordered, holding out her hand, palm up, to each girl in turn.

      
      Everyone did as they were told.

      
      Paige would examine the stolen goods, sneering if she thought they weren’t up to scratch. Everyone had to contribute something
         or they wouldn’t eat that lunchtime. Those were the rules and everyone stuck to them. Most of what they lifted was cheap costume
         jewellery, but occasionally they struck gold with a purse or a wallet. When that was the case the cash was divided equally
         between them, but the credit cards went straight into Paige’s back pocket.
      

      
      That Wednesday, however, the pickings were slim. A few rings, a silver chain and a selection of bangles was the sum total
         of the morning’s activity. As midday approached and their stomachs started to rumble, the gang drifted down to the Hope and
         Anchor, where old Johnny Lucker, a lifelong fence, would be sitting hunched over his pint of bitter. Paige put her head round
         the door, frantically flapping her hand until she got his attention. Then it was off to the staff entrance at the side. There,
         beside the bins and out of sight of prying eyes, Lucker’s nicotine-stained fingers furtively examined the goods. His mouth
         turned down at the corners as he saw what was on offer.
      

      
      ‘Barely worth leaving me pint for,’ he grumbled.

      
      ‘Aw, come on,’ Paige said, flicking back her long brown ponytail. ‘That chain’s worth summat. You know it is.’

      
      ‘I’ll give you five quid for the lot.’

      
      ‘Ten,’ Paige said.

      
      ‘Five,’ he repeated firmly. ‘And that’s being bleedin’ generous.’ He rummaged in his pockets and came up with four pound coins and a quid’s worth of change. ‘Here. Take it or leave it. It’s
         the best I can do.’
      

      
      Paige pulled a face but reluctantly accepted the cash on offer.

      
      And perhaps that was why it happened.

      
      Paige wasn’t happy, and when she wasn’t happy she always found a way to vent her frustration.

      
      It was hardly the first time the girls had been disappointed. Sometimes they got lucky, sometimes they didn’t. So there was
         nothing particularly different about that day, apart from one essential fact. As they wandered back in the direction of the
         chip shop, Minnie Bright appeared from nowhere and tagged along behind them. She was the type of kid who no one wanted to
         be friends with, small and spindly, with a colourless face and strange pale eyes. In fact everything about her was vapid,
         as if she’d been put through the washing machine as many times as her ragged clothes. She had an odd smell too, a faintly
         metallic odour.
      

      
      ‘Fuck off,’ Paige said.

      
      But Minnie didn’t. As if oblivious to the demand – she was probably used to similar ones at home – she continued to saunter
         behind them. One of the buckles on her cheap plastic sandals was broken, and it made a small clinking sound as she put one
         foot in front of the other.
      

      
      Becky Hibbert turned, placed her hands on her hips and glared at her. ‘Are you deaf or what?’ Becky saw herself as Paige’s
         lieutenant, the second in command, and as such was always out to try and impress. ‘Fuck off, okay?’
      

      
      Minnie lifted a hand, scratched hard at her scalp and gazed blankly back.

      
      ‘Yer not wanted,’ Becky said. Leaning forward, she gave the girl a shove. ‘Clear off! Don’t you understand bloody English?’

      
      Minnie stumbled back a step, bit down on her lower lip, but didn’t say a word.

      
      None of the others intervened. Although not cruel by nature, Kirsten, Sam and Lynda all had the same instinct for self-preservation.
         They knew that as long as Becky and Paige were busy tormenting Minnie, they themselves were safe from similar treatment.
      

      
      Suddenly, glancing to her left, Becky was distracted. Momentarily forgetting about her victim, she gave Paige a nudge with
         her elbow. Her voice was a hushed combination of awe and excitement. ‘Look who it is. It’s him, it’s him!’
      

      
      ‘What are you talking about?’

      
      ‘At the bus stop.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘The Beast,’ Becky whispered.

      
      All six of them simultaneously looked across the road towards the man in jeans and a dark jacket. He was in his fifties, an
         average sort of height and with sandy-coloured hair receding from a large domed forehead. His mouth, wide and fleshy, tugged
         impatiently on a cigarette. All the kids knew Donald Peck, or at least knew of him. He was the local bogeyman, the flasher,
         the weirdo who liked to unzip his flies and show his floppy cock to unsuspecting children.
      

      
      ‘See that man, Minnie?’ Paige said, grinning. ‘The one with the black sports bag, yeah? Well, he kills bad girls like you
         and chops them into little pieces.’
      

      
      Minnie shrank back, her pale eyes widening.

      
      ‘See that bag he’s got? It’s full of arms and legs and tiny hands.’ Paige reached out and grasped Minnie by her skinny wrist.
         ‘Shall I give him a shout and tell him to come over here? Shall I tell him how bad you’ve been?’
      

      
      Minnie frantically shook her head, her startled eyes darting between Paige and the man across the street.

      
      ‘What?’ Paige said. ‘I can’t hear you.’

      
      ‘N-no,’ Minnie eventually squeaked out.

      
      The bus arrived and temporarily obscured their view. After a while they saw Donald Peck walk towards the rear and settle down
         in a seat, placing the bag beside him. Paige waited until the bus had moved off before resuming her torment of Minnie.
      

      
      ‘Okay, I’ll let you come with us. But you’d better do exactly as I say, or I’ll be giving the Beast a bell and telling him
         where you live.’ The corners of her mouth curled into a cruel smile. ‘He’ll come round in the middle of the night and snatch
         you away, and you’ll never be heard of again. You got it?’
      

      
      Minnie’s head bobbed up and down like a manic nodding dog.

      
      ‘Okay, let’s go.’

      
      The others, realising Paige was up to something, exchanged a quick series of looks.

      
      ‘Where are we going?’ Kirsten said.

      
      ‘You’ll see,’ Paige replied.

      
      She led them back along Station Road with her hands in her pockets and a new swagger in her step. From time to time she leaned
         in towards Becky and whispered in her ear. The two of them giggled together, glancing over their shoulders at the others.
         Even at that tender age, Paige had discovered the ancient art of divide and rule.
      

      
      After five more minutes she swung a left on to Morton Grove, with its long row of dilapidated terraced houses. A few England
         stickers were still pasted on to windows, along with some red and white flags, symbols of a hope that had long since died.
         France had won the World Cup, and England had lost to Argentina. Beckham had been sent off after mistaking an opponent for
         a football.
      

      
      ‘Where are we going?’ Kirsten asked again.

      
      ‘Almost there,’ Paige said, turning in to the alley that ran behind the Grove. It was empty, as most of the alleyways usually
         were. They were known as a mugger’s paradise and all sensible people avoided them. A high red-brick wall lay to their right,
         and to their left were the mean backyards, the majority concreted over and used as dumping grounds for unwanted household
         items.
      

      
      ‘Here it is,’ Paige said triumphantly, flourishing a hand as she stopped outside one of the houses. They all stood and stared
         at it. There was nothing special about it; in fact the total opposite. The building was a wreck. Part of the guttering hung
         down from the roof, mortar was crumbling from between the bricks and the blue paintwork was peeling off in strips to reveal
         a lighter shade beneath. The windows, opaque with grime, didn’t need the grey net curtains to keep out prying eyes. The backyard
         was flanked by two tall rickety fences and was littered with debris; an old broken bicycle, a fridge and a heap of rotting
         bin bags took up most of the available space.
      

      
      For a while nobody spoke.

      
      It was Paige who eventually broke the silence. ‘Do you know who this house belongs to, Minnie?’

      
      Minnie shook her head.

      
      Paige grinned, clearly enjoying herself. ‘Course you don’t. You know fuck all. Well, it belongs to a queen, a very rich and
         beautiful queen, and she allows anyone who can get inside to choose what they want from her collection of jewels.’
      

      
      Minnie’s eyes widened again. ‘A queen?’

      
      Becky sniggered. ‘Yeah, you could be dripping in gold, Minnie. You could have a tiara and everything. You’d look like a princess.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you try the back door, Minnie, and see if it’s open?’ Paige urged. She gave the girl a push. ‘Go on, go and see.
         You might be the lucky one.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be daft,’ Lynda Choi said.

      
      Paige spun around and hissed at her. ‘Who are you calling daft?’
      

      
      Lynda gave her a wary look. ‘I only meant—’

      
      Paige glared. ‘Just keep yer Chinkie gob shut, all right?’ She paused for a second, waiting to see if anyone would challenge
         her over the comment – no one did – before looking smugly back at Minnie. ‘What did I tell you earlier about doing what you’re
         told?’
      

      
      Minnie, after a short hesitation, began to walk down the narrow backyard. Every couple of steps she glanced back at the other
         girls.
      

      
      ‘Go on,’ Paige urged. ‘Don’t hang about. Just see if the door’s open and then come straight back here.’

      
      Once Minnie was out of earshot, Kirsten said softly, ‘This is his house, ain’t it?’
      

      
      Paige pulled a face. ‘What if it is? I bet he keeps all sorts in there. Probably got thousands hidden under the mattress.’

      
      ‘You reckon?’ Kirsten said.

      
      ‘Yeah, pervs like him don’t keep their dosh in a bank. They don’t do nothin’ normal. And he’s on the bus, so he’s well gone.’

      
      Minnie reached tentatively towards the metal door handle, but withdrew her fingers again and turned, her pale eyes focusing
         on Paige. Then, as if the potential wrath of the bigger girl outweighed all other considerations, she turned back, quickly
         gripped the handle in her grubby hand and pressed it down. There was a distinct rattling sound, but the door didn’t open.
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ Paige murmured.

      
      Minnie rushed back, her thin cotton dress flapping round her legs.

      
      Sam Kendall heard Lynda expel an audible sigh of relief. She tried to catch her eye but her friend looked away. Sam felt guilty
         about earlier, that she hadn’t defended Lynda. She knew that name-calling was bad, that it was hurtful, but her fear of Paige
         was greater than her sense of right and wrong. ‘I’m starving,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and get some chips.’
      

      
      But Paige had other ideas. So far as she was concerned, this wasn’t over yet. Her expression grew tight and determined. To
         walk away empty-handed would be to admit defeat, to lose face in front of her troops. ‘There must be another way in.’
      

      
      ‘There isn’t,’ Sam insisted. ‘Come on, it doesn’t matter. Let’s go to the chippie.’

      
      ‘What about that window?’ Becky said, pointing. ‘The little one on the left. It’s not shut properly.’

      
      Paige, with Becky and Kirsten on one side and Minnie on the other, strolled down the yard and peered up. The frosted window,
         probably leading into the bathroom, had been propped open a couple of inches. It was way too small for any adult to get through,
         too small even for most of the girls – but there was one person who might just manage to wriggle in.
      

      
      ‘You know what, Minnie, I think this could be your lucky day.’

      
      Lynda Choi remained with Sam by the gate. She hopped from foot to foot, her anxiety growing. It was all very well nicking
         a few odds and sods from the market, but breaking in to a house was something else entirely. You could end up down the cop
         shop for that. She could imagine her mother’s face, her mother’s shame, if she did get caught. The thought was enough to propel her into action.
      

      
      ‘I’m gonna go,’ she whispered to Sam. ‘Are you coming?’

      
      Sam dithered for a second, aware that they’d be punished for their desertion but as eager as Lynda to get away. She didn’t
         like being near this house. Its blank grey windows gave her the creeps. And although she knew that Paige had made up the story
         about the chopped-off arms and legs and tiny hands, she still had a scary mental image of them scattered around the dingy
         rooms inside.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, okay.’
      

      
      As they sped off down the alley, Paige was crouching down and Minnie was climbing clumsily on to her shoulders.

      
      It was a few minutes before their absence was noted. By then Minnie had made two failed attempts at getting through the window.
         Even with the help of Paige’s extra height, she hadn’t quite been able to reach. It was Becky who looked round and realised
         the other girls were missing. She walked to the gate and peered both ways along the alley. It was empty. She hurried back
         and reported the news. ‘They’ve gone.’
      

      
      ‘What d’ya mean?’ Paige said, her dark brows crunching together in a frown.

      
      ‘Sam and Lynda. They’ve scarpered, done a runner. What you gonna do about it?’

      
      Paige heard the challenge in her voice – Becky always liked to stir things – and was in two minds as to whether to go after
         them. She glanced rapidly from the gateway to the house and back again. They couldn’t have got far, and if she was quick she
         could catch them up. Yeah, she could grab the treacherous little cows and teach them a lesson they’d never forget. But appealing
         as this prospect was, it would mean abandoning the break-in. She was furious but determined not to show it. Instead she gave
         a casual kind of shrug. ‘So, who cares? All the more for us when we get inside.’
      

      
      Becky, hoping for a more vehement response, looked disappointed. ‘I suppose.’

      
      ‘I suppose, I suppose,’ Paige mimicked in an exaggerated high-pitched voice.

      
      Kirsten giggled.

      
      Becky’s lips tightened into a thin straight line. She didn’t like being on the receiving end of Paige’s mockery. ‘Maybe I’ll
         piss off too,’ she said sulkily.
      

      
      ‘Go on then. We don’t care.’

      
      Becky scowled but stayed where she was. It was that ‘we’ that was troubling her. Leaving Kirsten alone with Paige – Minnie didn’t count – was too risky. By this time tomorrow the two of
         them could be best mates and she’d be left out in the cold.
      

      
      Paige glared for a while. When she was satisfied that Becky wasn’t going to give her any further trouble, she returned her
         attention to the trickier problem of getting into the house. It was only on the third attempt that Minnie finally managed
         to grab the edge of the window. Paige took hold of her ankles and pushed her further up. With an effort, Minnie got her head
         through, and then her shoulders. She hung suspended for a moment, half in, half out, with her legs flailing and her grubby
         knickers on display, before eventually slithering through the gap and disappearing from view.
      

      
      ‘Minnie?’ Paige called out softly.

      
      There was a clattering sound from inside.

      
      ‘Minnie? You okay?’

      
      Nothing.

      
      ‘Minnie?’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ she finally replied in her small whiny voice. ‘I banged me leg.’

      
      ‘Come on, don’t hang about. We ain’t got all bleeding day.’

      
      Paige stood back, well pleased with herself. Now all they had to do was to wait. Minnie was under strict instructions to go
         straight to the back door and open it. She’d been told three times and asked to repeat it. Even a moron like Minnie should
         be able to manage that. Earlier, Paige had got down on her hands and knees and peered closely at the lock: there had been
         no light coming through it, so the key must still be in there. Once they were inside, she decided, she’d make the others stay
         downstairs while she went up to the bedroom. Creeps like Peck always kept their cash under the mattress. How much was there
         likely to be? Hundreds, she thought, maybe even more.
      

      
      The sky had grown darker, large grey clouds gathering overhead, and now a few drops of rain began to fall. A couple more minutes passed but Minnie still didn’t appear. Paige banged
         on the door with the flat of her hand. ‘Minnie? What are you doing? Stop messing about and open up.’
      

      
      There was no reply.

      
      ‘Bitch,’ Paige muttered, growing increasingly impatient. ‘I bet she’s filling her pockets with all sorts.’ Dragging an old
         metal bin across the yard, she clambered on top and put her face to the open window. ‘Minnie? Get yer thieving arse back here
         or I’ll fuckin’ kill you.’
      

      
      But still Minnie didn’t respond.

      
      Paige had had enough. The silly cow was making her look like a fool. The rain was falling harder now, one of those freak summer
         showers that could drench you in moments. Shaking the water from her ponytail, she leaned in towards the window again. ‘Minnie?
         Minnie, you’ve got to get out of there now! The Beast’s coming! Quick! He’s coming to get you.’
      

      
      Paige jumped off the bin and without a backward glance made for the gateway. The two other girls followed her automatically,
         and the three of them ran down the alley whooping and screaming with laughter.
      

      
      That was the last time any of them saw Minnie Bright. It was forty-eight hours before her crack-addicted mother reported her
         missing, and a few hours more before the police entered the house and found her small twisted body hidden under a bed.
      

      
   
      
      1

      
      
      
      Harry Lind sat back, put his feet up on the desk and cast a critical eye over his new surroundings. The room, freshly whitewashed,
         still smelled of paint despite the open windows, but he wasn’t about to complain. The office was twice the size of the last
         one and half the rent. The trade-off was that they’d had to relocate the business to the East End, a move that his business
         partner Mac remained distinctly dubious about. Had it been the right decision? He hoped so.
      

      
      Harry slowly took in the row of filing cabinets, the wooden floor, the slatted blinds – pulled up now to let the spring air
         flood in – and his old oak desk. The walls needed some pictures to soften the starkness of the white, but as yet he hadn’t
         decided exactly what he wanted. He looked through the open door to the reception area beyond. A wine-coloured leather sofa,
         along with a couple of matching easy chairs, had replaced the uncomfortable seating of the previous office. There was even
         a new desk for their receptionist and PA, Lorna Green. Today, Friday, was her last day at the Strand. She and Mac would be
         joining him on Monday morning.
      

      
      Harry knew that they were taking a chance. The West End had a prestige that was missing from the mean streets of Kellston,
         and although their overheads may have been reduced, that wouldn’t make a difference if they didn’t get the clients. Having
         spent the last nine months twisting Mac’s arm about the move, Harry was starting to feel the pressure. What if it all went
         wrong? But no sooner had the thought entered his head than he pushed it aside. Kellston was one of those up-and-coming areas,
         close to the City, and the office was near the station. There was no reason why the business shouldn’t flourish.
      

      
      The sound of traffic drifted up from the road. Harry’s gaze, still on the reception area, alighted on the sign on the wall:
         Mackenzie, Lind, and underneath, Private Investigators. His mouth slid into a smile. It still gave him a kick to see his name in print. For the first time in years he actually felt
         optimistic about the future. Yes, signing the partnership deal had been the right move. After he’d been invalided out of the
         police force, there had been a long period when he’d had trouble getting up in the morning, never mind looking to the future.
         Now, at forty-three, he was, perhaps, finally managing that closure the shrinks were always banging on about.
      

      
      Harry was still contemplating this notion when he heard the buzzer go, an indication that someone had come through the main
         door downstairs. He swung his legs off the desk, stood up and put his jacket on. Strictly speaking, the office wasn’t open
         for business until Monday, but he wasn’t about to turn any potential clients away.
      

      
      The woman who strolled into reception was in her early thirties, wearing jeans, a white shirt and a faded denim jacket. Her
         oval face, although not conventionally beautiful, was open and expressive. It was framed by a bob of shiny pale brown hair,
         and from underneath her fringe a pair of grey eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘How are you doing, Harry?’
      

      
      ‘My God,’ he said, placing his hands on his hips and shaking his head in surprise. ‘Jessica Vaughan. To what do I owe the
         pleasure?’
      

      
      ‘Good to see you too,’ she said, smiling. ‘I was just passing by and thought I’d pop in and say hello.’

      
      Harry stared at her for a moment. She’d lost a bit of weight but still had curves in all the right places, curves that had
         drawn his attention a few years back when they’d met for the first time in the Whistle. Quickly he focused his attention back
         on her face. ‘It must be … God, how long is it?’
      

      
      ‘A while,’ she said. ‘So do you have time for a chat, or are you too important to mix with the hoi polloi now that you’ve
         gone up in the world? I noticed the sign on the door. Mackenzie, Lind, huh? So you finally took the plunge.’
      

      
      ‘I guess that makes me a grown-up. It had to happen one day.’

      
      ‘So now all you have to do is deal with those commitment problems of yours and you’ll be a fully rounded human being.’

      
      Harry grinned. ‘You haven’t changed.’

      
      ‘Nor you. Well, except for the hair.’

      
      Harry touched his head self-consciously. His father had been completely grey by the time he’d hit forty-five, and already
         his own black hair was generously streaked with silver. ‘Thanks for that.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry. It suits you. It gives you a look of statesmanlike distinction.’

      
      ‘Yeah, right,’ he said, instantly spotting a line when he heard it. ‘So what are you really doing here, Vaughan? And none
         of that I-was-just-passing-by nonsense. Don’t forget you’re talking to a trained detective.’
      

      
      Jess perched on the corner of Lorna’s desk and lifted her eyebrows in mock offence. ‘Heavens, can’t a girl look up an old
         friend without her motives being questioned?’
      

      
      ‘Most girls, perhaps, but not the ones who do what you do. How’s it going on the journalism front?’
      

      
      ‘Moderate to good. I’m getting by.’ She paused, her mouth curling into a smile again. ‘But this has nothing to do with my
         brilliant career. As it happens, I do have a friend who needs some help. Trouble is, she’s not exactly well off, so I was
         wondering …’
      

      
      Harry folded his arms across his chest and tilted his head. ‘You were wondering?’

      
      Jess gave a tentative lift of her shoulders. ‘Mates’ rates, perhaps?’

      
      ‘I’m suspecting that’s a euphemism for no charge at all. You know, believe it or not, I am actually trying to run a business
         here. I can’t afford to—’
      

      
      ‘No, she’ll pay you. I promise. Only … er, it might have to be in instalments. But hey, money’s money even if it doesn’t come
         in all at once.’
      

      
      Harry grinned again. ‘Is that what you say to yourself when you don’t get paid?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, come on. You owe me.’

      
      Harry barked out a laugh. ‘And how do you figure that out?’

      
      ‘The last time we worked together, I got shot.’

      
      ‘Winged, actually. And how was that in any way my fault? In fact, if my memory serves me correctly, it was your idea to go
         there in the first place.’
      

      
      ‘But after it was all over and I wrote up the story, I kept my mouth shut about how involved you were with Ellen Shaw.’

      
      At the mention of her name, Harry felt a familiar pang. It was always the ones who got away, the might-have-beens, who lingered
         in your thoughts. He still hadn’t figured out how Ellen had got so completely under his skin. Small, dark and fragile, she
         hadn’t even been his type, or at least not his physical type – he preferred tall, leggy, confident blondes – but her memory continued to haunt him. ‘You trying to blackmail me, Vaughan?’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ she said, ‘but only for the greater good.’

      
      ‘Glad to hear it. And, just to put the record straight, Ellen and I were never involved. We were just …’ But just what they
         had been continued to elude him. ‘Nothing happened.’
      

      
      Jess’s grey eyes widened as she placed her hand dramatically over her heart. ‘God forbid.’

      
      Harry gave up and waved towards his office. ‘Okay, grab a seat and I’ll get some coffee.’

      
      Jess jumped up off the desk and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. ‘Thanks, Harry. You’re a star.’

      
      ‘I’m not promising anything.’

      
      She gave him one of her knowing smiles. ‘Course not.’

      
      Harry went through to the kitchen. There was coffee in the percolator, still hot from when he’d made it earlier. He poured
         it into two mugs and carried them through to his office, along with a bowl of sugar and a spoon. He put the bowl down in front
         of her. ‘Do you take sugar? I can’t remember.’
      

      
      Jess, who’d sat down in one of the new chairs, was busily testing its swivelling abilities. Like a kid with a new toy, she
         swung left and right and left again. Then, putting her feet back on the floor, she stopped and gazed up at him. ‘Boy, you
         really know how to flatter a girl. I can see I must have made a major impact.’
      

      
      ‘It’s been what, three, four years? Do you remember if I take sugar or not?’

      
      ‘You could have stayed in touch.’

      
      ‘So could you.’

      
      Harry wondered why they hadn’t. He and Jess had always got on, give or take the odd disagreement, but his life back then had
         been complicated. When they’d last seen other, their paths crossing on a difficult case, he’d still been trying to come to
         terms with the fact that he’d never be a cop again. His head had been all over the place, his long-term relationship with Valerie Middleton on the rocks, his emotions in freefall. ‘You want
         to tell me what this is all about?’
      

      
      ‘Take a seat,’ she said, ‘and I’ll reveal all.’

      
      Harry walked around his desk, sat down and peered at her over the rim of his mug.

      
      ‘Well?’

      
      Jess smiled again, but this time it was more tentative. She let a few seconds pass before she glanced down at the floor and
         then up at him again. ‘You remember the Minnie Bright case?’
      

      
      Harry’s face instantly grew serious. ‘The Kellston girl, the poor kid who was murdered.’

      
      ‘That’s the one.’

      
      The lines between his brows grew deeper. No cop, no matter how hard they tried, ever forgot a case where a kid was involved.
         And Minnie’s had been a particularly tragic one. ‘That was years ago.’
      

      
      ‘Fourteen,’ she said.

      
      Harry ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Jesus, is it really that long?’ He’d been a DS back then, one of the officers who’d
         gone in to search the terraced house on Morton Grove. Minnie’s lifeless ten-year-old body, found stuffed under the bed in
         the spare room, was a horrifying discovery that would never leave him. ‘That sick bastard Peck, yeah?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right, Donald Peck. He hanged himself in prison a few years after he was convicted. Always swore he was innocent.’

      
      ‘Don’t they all,’ Harry said.

      
      Jess placed her elbows on the desk and put her chin in her hands. ‘Except, I mean, Minnie wasn’t … er … interfered with in
         any way, was she? She wasn’t raped or sexually assaulted.’
      

      
      ‘He killed her,’ Harry said. ‘He broke her neck and then hid the body.’

      
      ‘But why leave her in the house? The body was there for over forty-eight hours, wasn’t it? He had plenty of time to move her,
         and he must have realised that someone would come looking eventually.’
      

      
      Harry’s blue eyes narrowed. ‘What’s this all about, Jess? What’s going on?’

      
      ‘Don’t look like that. I’m not here to screw anyone over. You know me better than that. But maybe what happened wasn’t as
         straightforward as everyone thinks.’
      

      
      ‘Meaning?’

      
      ‘Meaning exactly that. This mate of mine, the one I want you to see, was one of the girls who were hanging out with Minnie
         that day. Sam Kendall. Do you remember her?’
      

      
      ‘Vaguely,’ he said. Minnie’s five friends had all been interviewed by female officers. He had an impression of a group of
         small pale-faced girls, their eyes full of panic and fear. They’d come forward after Minnie had eventually been reported missing
         by her mother. Hannah Bright, a crack-addicted tom, had failed to notice her daughter’s absence for two whole days.
      

      
      ‘Sam’s a cabbie. That’s how I got to know her. She works for one of those all-women taxi firms in Hackney. Anyway, we got
         talking one night and she told me about the murder and about how a year or so ago one of the other girls, Lynda Choi, had
         drowned in the River Lea. The coroner reported a verdict of accidental death, but Sam thought it might have been suicide.
         She reckoned Lynda couldn’t get over what had happened. And that got me thinking about how some people find a way of coping
         with these kinds of trauma and others don’t. I thought it might be an interesting subject for an article.’
      

      
      ‘Hang on,’ Harry said, leaning forward. ‘So you’re writing a story about this?’

      
      Jess gave a sigh. ‘You’ve got that expression on your face again. Look, I’m not writing about the original investigation, only about what happened after. There’s not a problem with
         that, is there?’
      

      
      Harry considered it for a moment. ‘Except you said earlier that you thought the cops might have got it wrong.’

      
      ‘I did not say that.’
      

      
      ‘Not in so many words, perhaps, but—’

      
      ‘I didn’t say Donald Peck was innocent. I merely mentioned that there could, possibly, have been more to the case than came
         out at the time.’
      

      
      ‘Peck had form. He was a known sex offender.’

      
      ‘Okay, okay, but forget about that for now. Sam agreed to be interviewed and she also pointed me in the direction of the other
         girls who were there that day. Lynda was the only one she’d kept in touch with, but two of the others, Paige Fielding and
         Becky Hibbert, are still living locally.’
      

      
      ‘And I bet they were simply overjoyed to hear that the past was going to be raked up again.’

      
      Jess frowned. ‘I didn’t put any pressure on them, if that’s what you’re thinking. I do have a few scruples.’

      
      ‘Now who’s the one being defensive?’

      
      Her forehead quickly cleared and she smiled again. ‘Okay, point taken. Anyway, as it happens, they were both more than willing
         to talk to me. Paige especially. She was mad keen on the idea of having her picture in a magazine. I made arrangements to
         interview them, one in the morning, one in the afternoon – this was about two weeks ago – but the night before we were due
         to meet they suddenly pulled out. Paige called me, said they’d changed their minds and weren’t prepared to go through with
         it.’
      

      
      ‘So they had a change of heart.’ Harry shrugged. ‘It’s not that surprising. Maybe they thought it through, decided not to
         open old wounds.’
      

      
      ‘Or maybe someone warned them off.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a bit of a leap. You got any evidence?’

      
      Jess delved into the pocket of her jacket and took out her phone. She scrolled through the menu, found what she wanted and
         passed the mobile over to him. ‘Here, take a look at this.’
      

      
      Harry stared down at the photo on the screen. It was of a dark blue minicab parked in a street. ‘What am I looking at exactly?’

      
      ‘It’s Sam’s car. The tyres have all been slashed and someone’s run a key along the paintwork. It was done a couple of days
         ago. She found it like that when she got up in the morning.’
      

      
      ‘Could have been yobs.’

      
      ‘Except it’s the second time in a fortnight.’

      
      Harry still wasn’t convinced. ‘Or a disgruntled customer. Maybe she overcharged someone or nicked a neighbour’s parking space.’

      
      ‘Sure,’ Jess said, going into her pocket again, ‘and maybe a disgruntled customer sent these too.’ She pulled out two folded
         sheets of A4 paper. ‘These are only photocopies. The police have the originals. They were sent through the mail to her home
         address. The envelopes were typed and they were posted in Kellston.’
      

      
      Harry reached out, took the sheets, unfolded them and flattened them on the desk. The first one read: Keep yer mouth shut BITCH, and the second: YOU killed Minnie Bright. They’d been put together from words cut from a tabloid – the Sun, he guessed, although he couldn’t swear to it. In this world of high-tech communication there was a curiously dated feel to
         the messages, as if the perpetrator had seen something similar done on an old TV crime show and believed it was the obligatory
         way to send threats. Or maybe they just had an overly heightened sense of drama. ‘Very nice,’ he murmured.
      

      
      ‘Aren’t they just.’
      

      
      ‘But she has reported it?’

      
      Jess gave a nod. ‘Yes, but what can the cops do? They’ve put it all on record, but a few slashed tyres and a couple of poison-pen
         letters hardly make her a priority. Sam’s scared, and she’s not the type who scares easily. Someone wants to shut her up,
         and the question is why?’
      

      
      Harry gazed down at the sheets again. ‘It could just be a crank.’

      
      ‘But how did they even know that she was speaking to me? And why should they accuse her of killing Minnie? That’s what’s so
         weird. It’s freaking Sam out. She’s had a few odd phone calls too, the sort where the person leaves a long, unpleasant silence
         and then hangs up. The number was always unidentified.’
      

      
      ‘I’m still not sure what you want me to do about it.’

      
      Jess gave him one of her wide-eyed, pleading looks. ‘Just have a chat with her. Please. You can do that, can’t you? I don’t see why anyone should be this concerned about Sam talking unless they’re frightened of
         something incriminating coming out.’
      

      
      Harry pulled a face, aware that he could be treading on sensitive toes if this all led back to the original investigation.
         DCI Saul Redding, now Detective Superintendent Redding, had been the officer in charge of the case. Although Harry was convinced
         that Peck’s conviction had been a safe one, he also knew that even the cleanest of cops could get antsy when their judgement
         was called into question. ‘What about the other girl? You’ve mentioned Paige and Becky and Lynda, but there were five in all,
         weren’t there?’
      

      
      ‘Kirsten Cope,’ Jess said. ‘Or Kirsten Roberts as she was back then. She’s an actress in one of those minor TV soaps, lives
         out in Essex now. She refused point blank to see me.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe she didn’t fancy the publicity.’

      
      Jess gave a snort. ‘That would be a first. She spends most of her time falling in and out of nightclubs trying to be noticed. Barely a week goes by when she isn’t in the gossip column
         of one magazine or another.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, but there’s publicity and publicity. Perhaps she doesn’t want to be reminded of the Minnie Bright murder. What happened
         back then must have been pretty traumatic for all those girls.’
      

      
      ‘I guess,’ Jess said. ‘Maybe that’s why she changed her name. But there’s something more going on here, I’m sure of it.’

      
      ‘Anyone else know about this article you’re intending to write?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘If they do, it’s not come from me or Sam, but I’ve no idea who the others might have told. Look, I wouldn’t
         have come here unless I thought it was serious. I’m genuinely worried for Sam. I’ve got a bad feeling about all this.’
      

      
      Harry picked up a biro off the desk and tapped his teeth with it. He was silent for a while. Unlike Jess, he was more inclined
         towards the view that the threats against Sam Kendall were malicious rather than dangerous, but it wouldn’t do any harm to
         hear the girl out. ‘Okay. How about if I see her tomorrow?’
      

      
      Jess’s face lit up. ‘You mean it?’

      
      ‘But like I said earlier, no promises, right?’

      
      ‘No promises. I get it.’ She glanced at her watch, pushed back the chair and rose to her feet. ‘I’ve got to go, but thanks,
         Harry. I really appreciate it. Sam works late on Friday nights, but she could be here by … say, one o’clock?’
      

      
      ‘That’s fine.’

      
      Jess took a business card from her bag and put it on his desk. ‘We should get together sometime, go for a drink and have a
         proper catch-up.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, that sounds good.’

      
      ‘Are you on the same number?’

      
      ‘Same number,’ he said.
      

      
      Jess turned to go, then stopped. ‘Oh, I meant to tell you. I think you may have a more profitable client loitering outside.
         I noticed him on the way in, middle-aged geezer, grey hair, smart suit and tie. He was pacing up and down the street, kept
         stopping to stare at the door and then walking on again.’
      

      
      ‘You probably scared him off.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I tend to do that to men.’ She grinned, raised a hand and gave him a wave. ‘Thanks again, Harry. I’ll call you tomorrow.’

      
      After she’d gone, Harry went to the open window and gazed down. The office was on the first floor, above a newsagent’s. He
         couldn’t see anyone matching her description hanging around. After a minute Jess appeared and began walking towards the station.
         He stared at the top of her head for a moment, wondering if she’d glance up. She didn’t.
      

      
      He took off his jacket and sat back down at his desk. So, the first client of the new business, if he agreed to take the case,
         was probably one who’d still be paying the bill five years down the line. Still, it could be worse. They could have no clients
         at all.
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      It was another half-hour before Harry heard the buzzer again. Going through the same procedure as he had with Jess, he got
         up from his desk, put his jacket back on, went into the reception area and waited. There was a long delay, as if whoever had
         come in had stopped on the stairs and was in two minds as to whether to proceed. Harry had to fight against the temptation
         to put his head round the door and give them some friendly encouragement.
      

      
      The man who finally entered the room was in his early fifties, almost as tall as Harry, with cropped steel-grey hair, a squarish
         face, a strong jaw and a pair of piercing dark eyes. He had the kind of upright stance that suggested he might once have been
         in the army – maybe even still was – and was sporting an authentic deep tan. His grey suit, perfectly tailored, had probably
         been made in Savile Row.
      

      
      ‘Are you Mackenzie?’ The voice was gruff, with a hint of a southern Irish accent.

      
      ‘The other one.’ Harry put his hand out. ‘Lind, Harry Lind.’

      
      ‘Martin Locke.’

      
      As they shook hands, Harry noticed the gold Rolex watch on the other man’s wrist. ‘Come on through to my office. Would you
         like a tea or a coffee?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ replied Locke brusquely. ‘Let’s just get on with it, shall we.’

      
      As Locke pulled out the chair and sat down, Harry was already aware of what the problem was. He’d seen plenty of husbands
         and wives over the past few years, all desperate to find out if their spouses were cheating on them. Of course, deep down,
         most of them already knew the answer, but they still felt the need to see the evidence in black and white. Harry watched while
         Martin Locke crossed his legs, stared down at the floor and began to twist the gold band on the third finger of his left hand.
         ‘So, how can I help?’
      

      
      ‘It’s a delicate matter.’

      
      ‘I understand.’ Harry waited patiently. It was the first few steps that were always the hardest, saying it out loud. There
         was no point in pushing for the information; it was better to let people take their time.
      

      
      Locke lifted his head and looked him straight in the eye. ‘I can rely on your discretion?’

      
      Harry gave a nod. ‘Naturally.’

      
      Locke thought about it for a while longer. ‘It’s my wife, Aimee. I think she may be seeing someone else.’ As if it was a relief
         to finally say the words, he heaved out a breath. ‘We’ve been married five years. We’ve had our ups and downs, what couple
         doesn’t, but I thought we were all right. Only recently …’
      

      
      Harry nodded again. ‘Recently?’

      
      ‘I could be wrong, I don’t know.’ He glanced quickly towards the window and then back at Harry. ‘It’s just a feeling.’

      
      In Harry’s experience, it was rarely just a feeling. There were usually more practical reasons why people suspected their
         partners. ‘She’s been acting differently?’
      

      
      Locke’s face tightened. ‘I need to know the truth. She’s younger than me, you see, and … Well, no man likes to be made a fool
         of, does he? I want to know where she goes, who she sees.’
      

      
      ‘You’d like us to mount a surveillance operation. That’s no problem.’ Harry opened the top drawer of his desk and pulled out
         a form. He passed it over to Locke along with a biro. ‘If you could fill this out. I’ll need your address and a contact number.
         Does your wife work?’
      

      
      Locke ignored the biro and took a gold fountain pen out of his inside jacket pocket. ‘Only on Wednesday and Friday nights.
         At a club called Selene’s. I presume you know it.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Harry said, although he’d never actually been inside. The club was in the West End and hadn’t been open that long.
         About ten months or so, he thought. He remembered reading an article about it in a magazine. It was one of those exclusive
         joints where the glitterati hung out, ordering cocktails at a hundred quid a pop and partying until they dropped.
      

      
      ‘There’s a casino there too. That’s where my wife works. She’s a croupier.’

      
      Harry was surprised.

      
      Locke must have seen the expression on his face, because he said, ‘I don’t keep her on a leash, Mr Lind. She’s free to work
         where she wants – and to do what she wants. Within reason, naturally. She was a croupier when I met her and she enjoys it,
         so why not?’
      

      
      ‘You’ve got a photograph?’

      
      Locke dived into his pocket again. He took out a small head-and-shoulders shot and passed it over. ‘This was taken a few months
         ago.’
      

      
      Harry gazed down at the picture. Aimee Locke was an attractive woman in her late twenties, with wide grey-green eyes, a full
         mouth and shoulder-length blonde hair. There was, however, something forced about her smile, as if she hadn’t really wanted to have the photo taken.
      

      
      ‘I’m away on business next week,’ Locke continued. ‘I’ll be gone from Monday morning until Friday night. What I want is a
         full report of what she does, where she goes and who she sees.’ Now his voice was more forceful, the earlier uncertainty gone.
         This was suddenly a different man, one who was used to giving orders and having them obeyed. He glanced up from the form and
         stared hard at Harry. ‘You think you can manage that?’
      

      
      There was an edge to his tone that Harry didn’t like. Martin Locke, he decided, probably wasn’t the nicest guy in the world.
         But that didn’t matter. He wasn’t paid to like his clients, only to do the best job he could for them. ‘Yes,’ he replied shortly.
      

      
      Locke finished filling out the form, signed it with a flourish and pushed it back across the desk. Harry noted the address:
         6 Walpole Close. The street was on the south side of Kellston, part of an exclusive enclave of detached modern houses with
         the kind of security – high walls, electric gates and multiple alarms – that discouraged the local riff-raff from even attempting
         a break-in. His eyes scanned down the page. Aimee Locke was twenty-nine and drove a white Ford Mustang. Lucky Aimee. ‘So you
         want us to start first thing Monday morning.’
      

      
      ‘No, I want you to start this evening.’ He paused briefly, his lips thinning into a tight straight line. ‘She told me she
         was working, but I know she’s meeting someone at a restaurant. Adriano’s on the high street. I heard her making the arrangements
         on the phone.’
      

      
      Harry had been planning on doing his unpacking tonight – the upstairs flat, overflowing with boxes, looked like it had been
         hit by a bomb – but it could wait. He gave a nod. ‘That’s no problem.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll book a table for two in your name. For eight o’clock. She should be there by half past.’ He paused again. ‘It’ll be
         on expenses, naturally.’ Reaching back into his pocket, he retrieved his wallet, flipped it open and took out a folded piece
         of paper. ‘Here, this is a banker’s draft. I presume it’ll be enough for now.’
      

      
      Harry took the cheque from his hand and opened it. It was for two thousand pounds. He had to fight against the impulse to
         raise his eyebrows. Most of their clients, and especially the wealthier ones, had a tendency to wrangle over even the most
         moderate of retainers. They wanted results, but rarely wanted to pay for them. He kept his voice neutral as his gaze flicked
         up towards Locke again. ‘That’s fine. I’ll write you out a receipt.’
      

      
      Martin Locke shook his head. ‘No need.’ His eyes narrowed a little, his mouth crawling into a smile. ‘It’s not as though I
         don’t know where you are.’
      

      
      Was he joking? Harry thought not.

      
      ‘After tonight,’ Locke continued, ‘you can leave off until Monday morning. We’re spending the weekend together, so there’s
         no point you being there.’
      

      
      ‘Monday morning, then,’ Harry said.

      
      Locke rose to his feet and stared grimly down. ‘Oh, and I’d rather you didn’t call. I’ll come and see you when I get back.
         You can update me then.’
      

      
      ‘As you like,’ Harry said as he stood up too, and the pair of them shook hands across the desk.

      
      Harry watched as the older man left the office. It was only when he heard the front door close that he sat down again. He
         picked up the photograph and stared appreciatively at Aimee Locke. She was certainly a looker, the kind of woman who could
         turn any man’s head. But was she a cheat? Only time would tell. He didn’t enjoy sneaking around after adulterous wives, or
         husbands – it all made him feel faintly dirty – but a job was a job, and in the present economic climate he couldn’t afford
         to be fussy. At least Mac would be pleased. The office wasn’t strictly open yet and already there was money coming in.
      

      
      Harry glanced at his watch. It was almost three o’clock. He’d better organise some company for tonight or he’d be eating dinner
         alone. Grabbing his phone, he called a couple of the part-timers who worked for Mackenzie, Lind, first Debbie and then Elaine,
         but both of them were busy. He wondered if Valerie was free, but instantly dismissed the idea. As a copper, she wouldn’t be
         too keen on taking part in one of his undercover operations. No, he’d better ask someone else. As he ran through the possibilities,
         his eyes alighted on the card Jess had left him. Why not? He’d just agreed to help her out; maybe she’d return the favour.
      

      
      She answered after a couple of rings. ‘Hello?’

      
      ‘Hey, Vaughan. It’s me, Harry.’

      
      She sighed down the line. ‘Oh, please tell me you haven’t changed your mind about seeing Sam Kendall.’

      
      ‘No, of course not, but how do you fancy dinner tonight?’

      
      There was a distinct hesitation. ‘Dinner?’

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m not trying to get into your pants. It’s purely business, a surveillance job. I need someone
         to share the table with so I don’t stand out like a sore thumb.’
      

      
      Jess laughed. ‘Jeez, you really know how to make a girl feel special.’

      
      Harry smiled down the phone. ‘Years of practice, hun. I know this is short notice, but you’d really be helping me out. Would
         it be any more tempting if I said it was dinner at Adriano’s?’
      

      
      ‘That fancy Italian on the high street?’

      
      ‘That’s the one.’

      
      ‘And you’ll be paying?’

      
      ‘I’ll be paying.’

      
      Jess thought about it for a moment. ‘Well, I did have plans, but seeing as you’ve asked so nicely, I suppose I could change
         them. Okay, you’ve got yourself a date. When do you want me there?’
      

      
      ‘Better make it eight. She’s due at eight thirty, and I’d rather we were there before she arrives.’
      

      
      ‘Eight it is. I’ll see you then.’

      
      ‘Thanks. You’re a pal.’ Harry put the phone down, leaned back, laced his hands behind his head and stared up at the ceiling.
         His gaze slowly dropped to focus on the picture of Aimee Locke. Innocent or guilty? In a few hours, he could be finding out.
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      At six o’clock Harry left the office and drove his slightly battered silver-grey Vauxhall down the high street. The lull between
         the departure of the shoppers and the arrival of the Friday-night crowd provided a good opportunity to grab a parking space
         near the restaurant. He needed to be prepared in case Aimee Locke and her dinner companion went on somewhere else after eating.
      

      
      After locking the car, he strolled slowly back to Station Road. It was only the beginning of May, and what remained of the
         afternoon’s spring sunshine fell weakly against his face. He felt a slight ache in his right leg, but it was nothing serious.
         After endless sessions of physiotherapy, and multiple hours in the gym, his limp was now barely noticeable. The flashbacks
         had become rarer too, although occasionally that terrible day still crept into his dreams.
      

      
      Harry pushed the thought to the back of his mind. He wanted to look to the future, not the past. He might not be a cop any
         more – the blast at the crack factory had put an end to that career – but he was still alive, still healthy and well beyond
         the tedious stage of feeling sorry for himself. Part of him would always miss the police force, but that was something he was
         learning to live with.
      

      
      There was a crush of people around the station, commuters returning from their day’s work. They spilled out across the pavement
         and formed untidy queues around the row of bus stops. He weaved through the crowd until he reached the office door. Before
         going up to the flat, he nipped into the newsagent’s and bought a pint of milk and an evening paper. A pile of unpacked crates
         awaited his attention, but first he’d make himself a brew and have a quick read through the news.
      

      
      On the first floor he checked again that the office was locked and then went back along the landing and up the next flight
         of stairs. He sniffed as he opened the door. The flat had an unpleasant musty smell, as if it had been empty for a long time.
         He sidled past the crates and opened the two double-glazed windows. The roar of traffic poured in, along with a blast of exhaust
         fumes.
      

      
      Harry took a moment to re-examine his new home. The living room was a decent size, although it was sorely in need of redecoration:
         the walls were a bilious shade of green, the ceiling had been Artexed – probably at some point back in the seventies – and
         the cream paintwork on the doors and skirting boards was badly chipped. There were two bedrooms, a bathroom with just enough
         room for a shower, basin and toilet, and a narrow galley-style kitchen. It was hardly the height of luxury, but it would do
         for now. He had a roof over his head and that was all that mattered.
      

      
      Showered and shaved, Harry was back at Adriano’s by ten to eight. He wore a bland dark blue suit, a white shirt and blue tie.
         Nothing fancy, nothing to make him stand out. He needed to blend into the background and make sure he didn’t draw attention
         to himself.
      

      
      Martin Locke, true to his word, had made the booking and Harry was shown to a table in the centre of the room. It was an excellent
         vantage point and he wondered if that was down to luck or if Locke had specifically requested the position. He sat down and
         ordered a bottle of still water.
      

      
      While he was waiting for his drink to arrive, he took a leisurely look around. The restaurant, one of the best in Kellston,
         was almost full. There was only one other man sitting on his own, over by the window. The guy was in his mid-twenties, slimly
         built, with a thin face and a mop of curly brown hair. He was casually dressed in jeans and a jacket and kept glancing down
         at his watch. Yes, he was certainly waiting for someone, but was that someone Aimee Locke?
      

      
      Jess arrived at the same time as the waiter turned up with the water. She ordered a beer, then pulled out a chair and sat
         down opposite Harry. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Twice in one day. People will start to talk.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks for coming. I know it was short notice.’

      
      ‘A free dinner,’ she said, grinning. ‘What self-respecting freelancer could refuse an offer like that?’

      
      ‘I like to do my bit for the poor and needy.’

      
      ‘And very grateful we are for it too.’ She gestured towards her clothes. ‘Sorry, I meant to get changed but I didn’t have
         time to go home.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry. You look fine.’

      
      Jess lowered her voice as her grey eyes swept the room. ‘So is she here yet?’

      
      Harry shook his head, resisting the urge to glance towards the man by the window. ‘She’s not due until half past.’

      
      ‘The poor woman’s going to wish she hadn’t come at all.’

      
      He heard the note of censure in her voice. ‘You don’t approve.’

      
      Jess raised her eyebrows. ‘Of adulterous wives, or the men who spy on them?’

      
      ‘What do you think?’
      

      
      ‘Come on, you’re not that keen on all this sneaking around yourself. You hate doing this kind of work.’

      
      He shrugged. She was right, although he wasn’t prepared to admit it. ‘Hate’s a strong word. I can’t claim it’s my favourite
         part of the job, but it goes with the territory. And anyway, when it comes to poking your nose into other people’s business,
         you’re hardly whiter than white.’
      

      
      Jess laughed. ‘True enough. So what’s he like, the cuckolded husband?’

      
      ‘I can’t tell you that.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Client confidentiality.’

      
      ‘Boring,’ she said.

      
      ‘And what happened to innocent until proven guilty? We don’t even know that she is playing away yet.’

      
      ‘I bet he’s older than her.’

      
      Harry knew that she was waiting for a reaction. He didn’t give her one. Jess was used to digging – she’d made a career out
         of it – but he wasn’t going to spill the beans about Martin Locke. Instead he said, ‘I hope you’re hungry. We could be here
         for a while.’
      

      
      Jess refused to be sidetracked. ‘If he’s so certain that she’s coming here tonight with her bit on the side, why doesn’t he
         just turn up himself? Why bother paying you? He could save himself a few bob.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, it’s this job that’s paying for your free meal, remember. I wouldn’t be too quick to recommend the DIY approach.’

      
      Jess laughed again. ‘Good point.’ She picked up the menu and began to read through it. ‘God, I’m starving. I haven’t eaten
         since breakfast.’
      

      
      ‘And if he did turn up, it would be game over, wouldn’t it? She’d know she’d been rumbled.’

      
      Jess glanced up. ‘So he catches her in the act. What’s the problem with that?’
      

      
      ‘In the act of what, though? Having dinner with a man who’s not your husband doesn’t qualify as grounds for divorce. She could
         claim he was an old friend or a mate from work. And what if it is perfectly innocent? He could end up looking like a fool.’ Harry thought about Locke for a moment. ‘I think he wants to get
         his facts straight before he starts hurling any accusations around.’
      

      
      Jess opened her mouth, about to say something, but promptly shut it again as her beer arrived.

      
      ‘Ready to order?’ the waiter asked, notepad at the ready.

      
      They both picked the crab ravioli as a starter. For the mains, Jess chose the tagliatelle porcini and Harry went for grilled
         lemon sole with a side salad. He’d been living off takeaways for the last few days and felt in need of something healthy.
      

      
      ‘Would you like a glass of wine?’ Harry asked.

      
      ‘No, I’ll stick with the beer.’

      
      After the waiter had gone, Jess leaned forward and put her elbows on the starched white tablecloth. She stared across the
         table at Harry.
      

      
      ‘What?’ he said.

      
      ‘Nothing.’ She sighed. ‘I’m just wondering where all the time has gone. Its ages since I last saw you.’

      
      ‘About six hours, actually.’

      
      ‘You know what I mean. Before this afternoon.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll be telling me next that you’ve missed me.’

      
      Jess’s mouth curled up at the corners. ‘Let’s not get carried away, Mr Wonderful. I’ll tell you what I do miss, though: having
         a decent story to work on. I feel like I’ve been treading water for the past few years.’
      

      
      He picked up his glass and took a sip of water. ‘But all that’s about to change now you’ve got the Minnie Bright case to tear apart.’
      

      
      She left a short pause, her eyes peering intently into his. ‘You’re not still stressing over that, are you? I’ve already told
         you what I’m writing about. It’s nothing to do with the original investigation.’
      

      
      ‘Except that what you journalists say and what you do can be two entirely different things.’

      
      ‘Have I ever lied to you?’

      
      Harry couldn’t put his hand on his heart and say yes, but there was a difference between lying and being economical with the
         truth. Jessica Vaughan, as he recalled, was an expert in the latter. ‘Not exactly.’
      

      
      ‘Well then.’

      
      Out of the corner of his eye, Harry saw some movement. He glanced over towards the window. The thin-faced guy had stood up
         and was greeting a redhead who bore no resemblance to Aimee Locke. So much for that theory. He looked back at Jess. It was
         probably time to change the subject. Are you still living in Hackney?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, same old flat. And you? Still in Kentish Town?’

      
      ‘No, we sold that place. I’ve just moved in above the office.’

      
      ‘No excuse for being late for work, then. What made you decide to shift the business?’

      
      ‘Money, basically. The rent and rates are getting way too expensive up West. Actually, it was Val who suggested Kellston.’

      
      Jess looked surprised. ‘Valerie Middleton?’

      
      ‘The very same.’

      
      ‘Oh, I didn’t realise you two were back together again.’

      
      ‘We’re not,’ he said. ‘But we keep in touch.’

      
      She pulled a face. ‘That’s nice.’

      
      ‘What’s with the attitude? You don’t think exes can be friends?’

      
      ‘Not really. At least not in my experience. Are you just friends?’
      

      
      Harry, who only last week had stayed over at Valerie’s flat, left a short hesitation before replying. ‘What is this, twenty
         questions? Since when did my love life become so fascinating?’
      

      
      Her mouth twitched with amusement. ‘And since when did you become so prickly? Actually, don’t bother answering that. You always
         were touchy when it came to talking about your love life.’
      

      
      ‘Not touchy,’ he protested. ‘Merely protective of my own private business.’

      
      ‘Which is ironic, don’t you think, bearing in mind what you do for a living?’

      
      Harry smiled back at her. ‘Are you having a go at me, Vaughan?’

      
      ‘As if.’

      
      He was saved from any further interrogation by the arrival of the starters. As they both tucked into the ravioli, they fell
         silent – Jess because she was hungry and was concentrating on the food, Harry because he was pondering on what the future
         held. If history had a habit of repeating itself, then he’d better watch out: the last time he’d become involved in one of
         Jess’s investigations he’d almost got a bullet through his brain. Jessica Vaughan and a quiet life didn’t go together.
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      It was twenty-five past eight when Aimee Locke walked into Adriano’s with her companion. Heads turned as the two women were
         shown to their table, but all eyes were firmly fixed on only one of them. Aimee Locke’s photo, Harry rapidly acknowledged,
         didn’t come close to doing her justice. The flesh-and-blood version was ten times more stunning than the picture.
      

      
      ‘That’s her,’ he murmured. ‘The blonde.’

      
      His gaze took in her face before travelling down the rest of her body. The high cheekbones, wide grey-green eyes and generous
         mouth were framed by waves of shoulder-length fair hair. She was wearing a black dress, short enough to reveal a pair of shapely
         tanned legs but not short enough to make her look slutty. She was tall and slim, with curves in all the right places.
      

      
      ‘Are you supposed to be leering like that?’

      
      His eyes slowly swivelled back to Jess. ‘Can you spot any man who isn’t staring at her? Or any woman, come to that. It would look more suspicious if I wasn’t showing an interest.’
      

      
      Jess gave a snort. ‘Interest? You’ve virtually got your tongue hanging out.’

      
      Harry grinned before glancing back at his client’s wife. Even the way she walked was remarkable, a smooth gliding motion that
         drew attention to her hips. She was poised and graceful, the epitome of elegance. Aimee Locke was the centre of attention
         and there was no doubt that she knew it.
      

      
      ‘Quite an entrance,’ Jess said.

      
      A waiter seated the two of them a few tables away. It wasn’t close enough for Harry to eavesdrop, but it was near enough to
         have a good view. For the first time he focused on the other woman. A slim, dark-haired Asian girl, she wasn’t a loser in
         the looks department either. It was only her proximity to Aimee Locke that made her features seem ordinary.
      

      
      ‘So, no secret lover,’ Jess said, with what sounded like a hint of satisfaction. ‘Perhaps he got it wrong. Are you sure he’s
         not just paranoid?’
      

      
      ‘I can see why he might be. Having a wife like that would make even the most confident of men insecure. Although perhaps we
         shouldn’t jump to any premature conclusions.’
      

      
      ‘Meaning?’ Jess said.

      
      Harry took a bite of his lemon sole, taking a moment to savour the taste. ‘Meaning she could be going on somewhere else after
         dinner.’
      

      
      ‘Or she’s just enjoying a pleasant evening out with a friend.’

      
      ‘So why lie about it? She told him she was working.’

      
      Jess, in the process of twisting ribbons of pasta round her fork, looked up. ‘Perhaps it’s because he employs private detectives
         to spy on her. Constant suspicion can get a bit wearing after a while.’
      

      
      ‘That sounds like the voice of experience talking.’

      
      She shrugged. ‘Are you telling me you’ve never had a jealous girlfriend?’

      
      ‘I can’t remember the last time I met a woman who was interested enough to be jealous.’
      

      
      Jess laughed. ‘Ah, poor you. Perhaps you need to work on that work/life balance. All work and no play and the rest of it …’
      

      
      ‘Which is rich coming from a fully signed-up workaholic.’

      
      While they bantered, Harry kept a surreptitious eye on Aimee Locke. She’d ordered a couple of martinis that had arrived in
         half the time it had taken for his water to be delivered. Occasionally she smiled, reached out and touched the arm of her
         companion. Her fingers, long and slim, were adorned with a number of rings, although none of them were as bright or as shining
         as the sparkling diamond on the third finger of her left hand. ‘Perhaps it’s not another man he needs to be worried about.’
      

      
      ‘What, you think they might be …?’ Jess glanced over. ‘No, no way. There’s no body language there.’

      
      ‘They seem pretty friendly to me.’

      
      ‘Yes, friendly,’ Jess said. ‘But nothing more.’

      
      ‘They’re in a public place. Maybe they’re being careful.’

      
      Jess shook her head. ‘No one can be that careful. There’s always something that gives you away.’ She gave the two women another glance before looking back at Harry.
         ‘I hate to think what’s going on in your head at the moment.’
      

      
      ‘Pardon me?’

      
      ‘Two lovely women, a hotel room, the slow removal of clothing … Do I need to go on?’

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘But if you’d like to, I wouldn’t make any forceful objections.’

      
      She raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Spare me.’

      
      ‘You’re the one who brought the subject up, so to speak.’

      
      ‘Well, consider it closed.’

      
      Aimee Locke was ordering her meal. The waiter’s smile, barely at forty watts when he’d been serving Harry, was now at full
         brightness. Harry got the feeling that she could have ordered beans on toast and the man would still have enthused about the wisdom of her choice. Still, he could hardly blame the guy; in his position he would probably have been equally
         fawning. There was something about a beautiful woman that made all rational behaviour fly out of the window.
      

      
      Half an hour later, Harry and Jess were drinking coffee while Aimee Locke and her girlfriend ate their pasta. The two women
         had skipped the starters and gone straight to the mains. Their conversation had suddenly grown serious. The smiles were gone,
         replaced by more solemn expressions. It was the dark-haired woman who was doing most of the talking. Aimee, who was only picking
         at her food, looked pensive as she listened.
      

      
      ‘Whatever it is, it’s not good news,’ Harry said.

      
      Jess peered at him over the top of her cup, her eyes bright with amusement. ‘Maybe they’re breaking up.’

      
      ‘Very funny.’

      
      ‘I thought so.’

      
      Aimee Locke’s companion pushed her plate to one side, stood up and made her way across the room towards the Ladies’. After
         a moment Jess rose to her feet too. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. While she was gone, Harry let his gaze wander back to Aimee, but
         made sure it didn’t linger there. The last thing he wanted was to inadvertently catch her eye. She seemed preoccupied, worrying
         on her lower lip and staring absently into space. There was definitely something on her mind. Then, as if she’d reached a
         decision, she quickly raised a hand, caught the attention of the waiter and asked him for the bill. Harry, who’d already paid,
         realised that he and Jess had better leave soon or they’d end up following the two women out.
      

      
      When Jess got back, he immediately stood up. ‘You ready?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      Once they were out on the street, he offered to pay for a cab. ‘I’d give you a lift home, but I’ve no idea where she’s going
         or how long it’s going to take.’
      

      
      Jess stopped and put her hands on her hips, looking indignant. ‘Hey, you can’t just dump me now.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not dumping you. I didn’t think you’d want to—’

      
      ‘Of course I do,’ she interrupted. ‘You figure she’s cheating. I figure she isn’t. Let’s see who’s right.’

      
      There was no arguing with Jess when she was in this kind of mood, so he didn’t bother trying. ‘Okay, if that’s what you want.’

      
      They walked up the road until they came to where the car was parked. Jess looked at the battered silver Vauxhall and grinned.
         ‘I see your taste in motors hasn’t improved.’
      

      
      ‘My other car’s a Porsche,’ he said.

      
      ‘In your dreams.’

      
      Harry unlocked the doors and they both climbed in. As Jess pulled her seat belt across she said, ‘So, do you want to know
         the name of the other woman?’
      

      
      ‘Pardon?’

      
      ‘I found out who she is.’

      
      Harry drew a breath and stared at her through the darkness. ‘You asked that woman her name? Please tell me you’re kidding.’

      
      ‘No, I’m being perfectly serious.’

      
      ‘Jesus,’ he murmured. ‘You do realise that the whole point of surveillance is not to draw attention to yourself?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, smiling. ‘I didn’t mention that I was in the company of a hotshot private detective spying on her
         mate. It was just Ladies’ chit-chat, nothing out of the ordinary. She’d have forgotten all about it, and me, by the time she
         got back to her table. I pretended that I recognised her, that we’d met before, and suggested that it might have been at the
         recent Women in Business conference. She looks the professional type, so I reckoned it was worth a punt.’
      

      
      It occurred to Harry that Jess had paid a lot more attention to the dark-haired woman than he had. ‘And?’

      
      ‘And I was right. Her name’s Vita Howard. She’s a local solicitor.’
      

      
      Harry’s ears pricked up. ‘A solicitor?’

      
      ‘Yeah, interesting, isn’t it? Maybe your client isn’t the only one seeking professional help. Or the only one looking for
         a divorce. Could be the wife’s going to get in there first.’
      

      
      Harry kept his eyes on the door of the restaurant while he thought about it. ‘Could be,’ he agreed. And maybe she’s already
         lined up husband number two.’
      

      
      ‘Not necessarily.’

      
      ‘She doesn’t strike me as the type who’s likely to be on her own for long.’

      
      ‘By that I take it you mean that she looks like the type who prefers someone else to keep her.’

      
      He shrugged. ‘You think I’m being overly judgemental?’

      
      ‘It’s a big conclusion to jump to after less than an hour’s observation. It could be that her husband is a bore or a brute
         and she’s simply had enough of him.’
      

      
      Harry thought back to his afternoon meeting with Martin Locke. ‘That’s not beyond the realms of possibility.’

      
      ‘So, did I do well getting Vita Howard’s name?’

      
      ‘I still think it was risky,’ he said.

      
      ‘Yes, Jessica, thank you very much for that useful bit of information. That’s all right, Harry, it was a pleasure.’

      
      He grinned. ‘Thank you very much, Jessica. I appreciate your input.’
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      It was another five minutes before a smart minicab, a dark green Toyota, pulled up in front of Adriano’s. Shortly afterwards,
         the two women came out of the restaurant and got into the back of the car. The driver set off, indicating left after he’d
         gone a couple of hundred yards. Harry followed, keeping a safe distance.
      

      
      The cab made a short journey through the back streets of Kellston until it came to Lemon Road, a row of small but neat terraced
         houses. Harry drove past as the cabbie stopped, then slowed down and pulled in a little further along. They watched as Vita
         Howard got out, leaned in to say a few final words to Aimee, then gave a wave and closed the door.
      

      
      ‘No steamy girl-on-girl action, then,’ Jess said. ‘I hope you’re not too disappointed.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll try and live with it.’

      
      The cab set off again, returning to the high street before heading west. Well, if there was one place Aimee Locke wasn’t going,
         it was home. Harry let a couple of cars get between them. He doubted if the cabbie would notice the tail, but he wasn’t prepared to take any chances. Blowing his cover on the first night of the job wouldn’t be too impressive.
      

      
      The Friday-night traffic grew denser as they approached the West End, the roads clogged up with black cabs and slow-moving
         buses. By now it was getting on for ten o’clock.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps she is going to work,’ he murmured, talking as much to himself as he was to Jess.
      

      
      ‘Where’s that, then?’

      
      Harry hesitated, but then decided that there wasn’t any real harm in telling her. If he was right, she’d find out soon enough
         anyway. ‘Selene’s,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘In Mayfair?’

      
      He gave a nod. ‘You know it?’

      
      ‘I know who owns it.’

      
      He thought back to that article he’d read in the magazine. ‘Some aristocrat, isn’t it? Lord someone or another?’

      
      ‘James Harley-Cunningham. Yes, he’s the front man, but he’s got a partner behind the scenes – an old friend of yours, as it
         happens.’
      

      
      Harry gave her a sidelong glance and frowned. ‘Why do I get the feeling that I’m not going to like this?’

      
      ‘Because you’re not.’

      
      He waited a few seconds but she didn’t say any more. ‘Come on, Vaughan. Don’t keep me in suspense.’

      
      She took a quick breath. ‘It’s Ray Stagg.’

      
      ‘Shit, you’re kidding?’

      
      ‘I said you wouldn’t like it.’

      
      Harry didn’t. Ray Stagg was an East End villain. Not a gangster exactly, but a lowlife all the same. He was involved in drugs,
         prostitution, loan-sharking and any other dodgy deal he could dip his grubby fingers into. ‘How the hell did he get involved
         with a place like Selene’s?’
      

      
      ‘Because he knows where the money is, and it’s not in a sleazy lap-dancing joint in Shoreditch. He sold his old club to some Russian geezer and then teamed up with one of England’s blue-bloods.
         Stagg has the money and Harley-Cunningham has the connections. It’s a marriage made in heaven.’
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