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IF HE WANTS YOU . . . THERE’S NO ESCAPE.


A brutal murder . . .


Responding to a tip-off, newly promoted Detective Chief Inspector Paolo Sterling arrives at an apartment block to find the dismembered body of a young woman. And with no indication of a break-in, all signs suggest the killer was known to her.


An abduction in plain sight . . .


Then the victim’s friend is snatched with no witnesses and the unanswered questions mount up.


At the same time, Sterling’s team are leading the surveillance of a local club, thought to be involved in a drug operation. But when one of his colleagues ends up in hospital close to death, Paolo begins to lose his grip.


A detective on the edge . . .


With the odds stacked against him, and time running out, can DCI Sterling uncover the truth before it’s too late? Or will this case finally tip him over the edge?









For Chris, thank you for always being there









Chapter One


Where was it? Where had Grandpa hidden it? From the moment the bastard had stopped breathing, Boy had been searching. He’d already spent hours turning Grandpa’s room inside out, but he wasn’t ready to give up. It would be here somewhere, he knew it. The old man would never have thrown it away. He stood in the middle of the bedroom, shifting his weight from one side to the other, the floorboards creaking in protest. A waft of sickly-sweet odours assailed his nostrils, reminding him he didn’t have long before the undertakers would arrive. Funny to think the people Grandpa had employed and abused would now be responsible for sending him off. The old bastard had made their lives hell while he’d been alive. Now was their opportunity for payback and he wouldn’t blame them if they took it.


Boy glared at Grandpa’s corpse, lying in comfortable state on the bed.


‘Where did you put the box?’ he hissed. ‘I know you would never have chucked it out.’


The stench made him gag; he wished he’d turned the heating off in this room, but he couldn’t give up the search – not until he’d found it. The box would be in here somewhere. Maybe the wardrobe had a false back, he thought, turning towards it. As he spun, the rug caught his heel and he fell, tumbling down in a heap. Just as well the old man was dead, otherwise he would have had to listen to another of Grandpa’s lectures on how fucking useless he was.


He pulled himself upright and then reached down to straighten the rug. That’s when he knew he’d hit the jackpot. The floorboards didn’t quite meet as they should. He put his fingers into a well-worn groove and lifted out a loose section of wood. As he’d suspected, Grandpa had been hiding money away from the taxman. A large cashbox took up most of the space and Boy knew just where to find the key to it, but money wasn’t the prize he wanted.


Hands shaking, he pulled out the Tupperware sitting next to the cashbox. The plastic container was empty, but still stained with her blood. This was it – his holy grail.


Boy sat cross-legged next to the bed, no longer bothered by the smell, and hugged the container, allowing his memories to flow.


He’d just turned fourteen when Grandpa had brought Grammy’s heart home in this box.









Chapter Two


Paolo’s computer pinged. He glanced over and saw he’d finally received an email from his daughter. Wow – it’s about time! Well done, Dad! Very busy here. Will send more news soon. Lots and lots of love, Katy.


He sighed for the newsy email he knew would never arrive. Since she’d left to go overseas as a volunteer, her life had revolved around the people she was there to help. That was the way it should be, he knew that, but it didn’t stop him missing her.


At least she was excited for him, which was more than he was. The notification had been on his desk for days and he had yet to feel anything. He’d hoped sharing the news with Katy would stir up some emotion. For possibly the hundredth time, he picked up the official notice and read the details of his promotion. No longer Detective Inspector; the page confirmed he was, as of last Friday, Detective Chief Inspector Paolo Sterling. He’d never been ambitious and would have been happy to stay as a DI, but life moved on. If Dave had been around he’d have insisted on going out to celebrate. But Detective Sergeant Dave Johnson wasn’t here – would never again be sitting opposite Paolo, laughing with him, often at him. Would never again suggest Paolo needed to improve his social life. He was gone for good.


Almost as if he’d conjured him into being, the person Paolo blamed most for Dave’s death – other than himself – pushed his office door open and barged in without knocking. Detective Sergeant Jack Cummings had the habitual scowl plastered on his face. The man must practise in front of a mirror to have mastered that pissed-off look, Paolo thought.


‘I sat out all night with DC Ferguson and we didn’t even spot a cockroach on the move,’ Jack said. ‘Seems that club might be clean after all.’


‘One night of surveillance with nothing happening doesn’t mean it’s clean. You should know that, Jack.’


‘You want us watching again tonight, sir?’


The ‘sir’ was tinged with bitterness and sarcasm, matching Jack’s sour expression.


‘Yes, Jack. Tonight, tomorrow, and every night until something occurs we can act on. The information we received came from a reliable source. That club is being used as a front for drug dealing and at some point they are going to bring in new supplies. We need to be there when it happens. Any other questions?’


Jack shook his head.


‘Good. Go home and get some sleep. I want you back outside before the place opens tonight.’


Jack edged out without a word. He must know I despise him, Paolo thought. If it hadn’t been for his shit-stirring, Dave would still be here. How does he live with himself? But Paolo knew the answer to that. Jack didn’t see anything wrong in what he’d done. In his mind, Dave had been given preferential treatment because his uncle was the Chief Constable. Reality hadn’t been allowed to get in the way of perception. Dave had gone all out trying to prove his worth to Jack who would never have accepted him at face value, no matter what he did, and had died as a result.


Paolo thought back six months. He’d been determined to get rid of Jack then, but had been stymied by the Chief asking Paolo to take the bastard under his wing. Well, Paolo felt he’d bided his time for long enough. It was time to put Jack Cummings in for a transfer.


His musings were interrupted by a tap on his door. Even before he looked up, he knew it wouldn’t be Jack. He never bothered to knock.


Detective Sergeant Cathy Connors looked in. For the last few months her hair had been a subdued shade of red. Paolo had much preferred it when she’d come into the office with outrageous colours standing up in spikes, but word from above had put a stop to that.


She smiled. ‘Got a minute, sir?’


‘For you, CC, of course. Come in. Take a seat. What can I do for you?’


‘It’s more what we want to do for you, sir. The lads and I feel we should do something to mark your promotion.’


Paolo shook his head, but CC ignored him.


‘Sir, you’ve hidden yourself away since . . . since . . .’ She shrugged and swallowed. ‘Since we lost Dave you’ve been working flat out, all the hours God sends, seven days a week. Carry on at that rate and you’ll wipe yourself out. If you don’t want to do it for yourself, do it for us. We need a reason to go out and have a good time and we’ve decided your promotion is it.’


Paolo couldn’t imagine a night out without Dave egging him on to relax and enjoy himself. Still, CC was right.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘What did you have in mind?’


She grinned. ‘What I have in mind would never do for you, sir.’


He laughed. ‘I’m sure about that. Take a pew and tell me what you think would do for me,’ he said, pointing to the chair opposite his desk.


CC sat down, glancing out towards the main office as she did so. ‘We need to include everyone, sir.’


Paolo grimaced. ‘Have I made it that obvious?’


She shook her head. ‘Only to me, but the others know what happened and have guessed how you must feel.’


‘Damn,’ he said. ‘I should’ve been able to keep my feelings to myself.’


CC smiled. ‘Not your strongest attribute, sir. But don’t worry, most of them out there dislike Jack because he’s a first-class prick. Nothing to do with you at all.’


‘DS Connors, consider yourself reprimanded. That is no way to refer to a fellow officer.’


‘Yes, sir. Right you are, sir.’ She winked. ‘Now that you’ve told me off, can we get back to the important topic of celebrating your promotion?’


He nodded.


‘We know how much you love Italian food, so thought we’d take over that restaurant near the hospital. I’ve spoken to the owner and he is more than happy to close the place to other customers for a night. What do you think?’


The quiet voice in his head said I need to keep my real thoughts to myself, but he forced out a smile.


‘Sounds good to me,’ he said, but the memories of the great times he’d spent there with Jessica screamed out that was the last place he would ever want to go for a celebration. After she’d taken the position in Canada their contact had gradually dwindled to an occasional email. Eventually, they’d both decided the long-distance romance wasn’t working. He sighed. That relationship was now in the past. It was probably time to let go of those memories.


‘I think we should set it up for the last Friday this month. It’s easier to enjoy ourselves when we’ve just been paid.’


Paolo was relieved. That gave him just over two weeks before he needed to put on a smiley face and pretend to have a good time.


‘Right, that’s settled,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave it to you to book everything. Now we need to get back to work. Okay?’


CC nodded. ‘The day shift are watching The Pipe, but I doubt anything will go down in daylight, sir. Once the Chief gave that press conference and announced his intention of shutting down the clubs known to be involved in drug dealing, the people at The Pipe must have realised they were being watched. I can’t help feeling it would have been better to keep quiet and let us get on with the job without alerting the dealers.’


Paolo sighed. ‘Probably, but the Chief was dealing with political pressure. It’s always the way, you know that. A kid dead from a drug overdose isn’t news, but the daughter of an MP dead from a drug overdose makes the front page. Sally Mendip’s death forced the Chief’s hand. George Mendip is spouting off in the press that we aren’t doing enough to protect innocent victims, so the Chief felt he had to prove we were on the job.’


CC snorted. ‘Innocent victim? Is he not aware his daughter was a known user and might even have been a dealer herself?’


Paolo shook his head. ‘No parent who’s lost a child, no matter what the circumstances, sees them in any light other than the best. We know she was dealing, but on autopsy Dr Royston wasn’t able to determine if her overdose was accidental or deliberate. We can’t even be sure she wasn’t murdered. All we know is that The Pipe seems to be at the centre of the bad drugs flooding our streets. I understand George Mendip’s need to rage and want answers, but Sally isn’t our only victim. We’ve lost too many young people in the last few months and I can’t let his grief affect the way we conduct this investigation.’









Chapter Three


The moment the undertakers took Grandpa’s body away, Boy retrieved the plastic box from inside the wardrobe, where he’d hidden it when the doorbell rang.


He opened it and sniffed, but any smell that had been in there was long gone. It was funny, he thought, considering what he’d been forced to do, but the delicious aroma of hearts slowly braising for hours still gave him comfort, even now. Other than the scent of roses Grandpa bought her each week, braised hearts was the smell he associated most with Grammy. It was Grandpa’s favourite meal. She’d been cooking them the day Grandpa had brought Boy home from the hospital after the accident.


Just a few days short of his eighth birthday, he’d stumbled into her kitchen, numb with grief. He’d never been in the house before, but Grammy equalled love, that he knew for sure. Whenever she’d sneaked out to visit them, his dad had always begged her to leave Grandpa and move into their home.


‘You poor baby,’ she’d crooned, opening her arms and drawing him into the warmest embrace he’d ever experienced. Even his mother, who’d loved him to bits, hadn’t held him as tightly as Grammy did that day.


‘Let the boy go,’ Grandpa ordered. ‘You’ll make him as soft as his dim-witted father.’


She’d gripped him even harder. ‘Ah, George, can’t you see the boy needs comfort? He’s lost both parents. We’re all he has.’


‘Better for him that they’re dead. His father was a weakling and his mother pure trash.’


He’d pushed away from Grammy without thinking and faced Grandpa, rage filling his skinny frame. ‘Don’t you dare be mean about my mum and dad,’ he’d yelled.


Almost before the words had left his lips, Grandpa’s hands snaked out and gripped his throat, lifting him clear off the floor and shoving his back up against the cold wall tiles.


‘George, please don’t,’ Grammy begged. ‘He’s just a child.’


‘Shut your mouth, woman. You know better than to interfere. The boy has to learn.’


Feet dangling in mid-air and his throat on fire, he’d tried to speak, but only croaking sounds came out.


Grandpa leaned forward, pushing his face up close.


‘Listen to me, boy. You are going to live here from now on. What I say is law. Your father was weak or he would never have taken up with that bitch on heat.’ He grinned. ‘Answer me back just one more time, boy, and you will disappear faster than you arrived here. Do you know what I do for a living?’


He couldn’t have spoken even if he’d known what to say, but Grandpa hadn’t waited for an answer.


‘I bury people. I put them in coffins deep underground and they never come up again. Sometimes, though, I burn them. They go into a furnace so hot they come out the other side as a pile of ashes. You step out of line just once, boy, and I’ll put you into one of those coffins with one of my dead customers and you’ll end up six feet underground, cuddling up to a corpse until you run out of breath, or you’ll burn in agony and turn into a pile of ash. Got it?’


The expression on his face must have been answer enough because Grandpa let go of his throat and he’d slid down the wall and collapsed on the kitchen floor.


‘I’m going up to change. You’d better have stopped the boy from snivelling and have my tea on the table by the time I come down again.’


With every nerve in his body stretched to breaking point, he’d watched Grandpa’s black-clad figure leave the room. That was the first and last time he’d spoken out during the years Grammy was alive.


For six years he’d tried not to anger Grandpa. At times he’d come close to making him mad enough to carry out his threat, but Grammy had always pleaded for Boy’s life and Grandpa had given in. The only person Grandpa loved was Grammy. He’d told her every day that no one would ever love her as much as he did and if she even thought about another man, he’d know. Whenever she’d upset him, even when she’d been so stupid he’d had to strangle her and lock her in the special punishment room in the cellar, the next day he’d bring her a posy of roses to show she’d been forgiven.


Grammy smiled most of the time, but Boy sometimes heard her crying after Grandpa left for the funeral parlour. The only time he had been brave enough to ask what was wrong was when he’d found her pulling the petals off one of the roses from the last posy Grandpa had given her.


‘He loves me; he loves me not.’


‘Grammy, what are you doing? Why are you crying?’


She hadn’t answered straight away. She put the flower down and wiped her eyes before brushing the petals from her lap onto the floor.


‘Would you like one of my special sweets?’ she asked.


Boy nodded and took one. It was the first time she’d ever offered him one of her love heart sweets. After a while, she smiled.


‘You know how Grandpa gets cross with me?’


Boy nodded.


‘It’s because I’m stupid sometimes. I get things wrong, even though I try really hard to do exactly as Grandpa has taught me.’


‘But he . . . he . . .’ Boy stopped, unable to put into words what he thought about Grammy and Grandpa.


She pulled him close. ‘You’ve seen how he gets angry with me and has to teach me a lesson, but what you don’t see is how much he loves me. If I could only learn to be less stupid he’d never put his hands round my throat ever again. He only does it because I get things wrong. It’s all my fault. You know that, don’t you?’


Boy didn’t know any such thing, but it felt so good to be held by Grammy he didn’t want to say the wrong thing and get pushed away. He nodded.


Grammy sighed. ‘No one is loved as much as I am. Even after I’ve been stupid and needed to be chastised, Grandpa still brings me flowers to show I’ve been forgiven.’


Boy realised he had no idea about love, but if that’s what Grammy said then it had to be true. She’d never lie to him.


She let him go and stood up. ‘I’d better clear up these petals before Grandpa comes for his lunch. You know how he hates an untidy home.’


Boy watched as Grammy opened the cupboard and took out an old biscuit box. She opened it and the scent of decaying roses briefly wafted from the tin. She picked up the petals and placed them gently inside.


‘Don’t tell Grandpa you heard me cry,’ Grammy begged as she closed the tin.


No fear of that. He shuddered even at the thought of saying anything to Grandpa without being spoken to first.


He hadn’t been strong enough to do that until the day after Grammy died when Grandpa arrived home early and put the Tupperware box on the kitchen table.


Boy hadn’t realised at first what it was.


‘I’m going back to the parlour. I want that stuffed and cooked for when I get home.’


‘I’ve only watched Grammy cooking lamb’s hearts. I’ve never done it myself.’


Grandpa smiled and pointed to the box. ‘That isn’t a lamb’s heart, boy. It’s Grammy’s. You can cook it, but I’ll be the only one eating it. She’s always belonged to me and me alone.’


All the rage Boy had felt for the past six years raced to the surface.


‘No! I won’t do it!’


He had more to say, but never got the chance to speak. Once again Grandpa’s hands circled his throat and squeezed.


‘Want to go into the furnace with her, do you? There’s room enough in her coffin for a scrawny little shit like you.’


Boy felt the blackness coming and fought against passing out, terrified if he did he’d wake up in Grammy’s coffin. Grandpa loosened his grip and blessed air flowed back into Boy’s lungs.


‘You followed her around the kitchen like a baby girl enough times to know how it’s done. You cook it right or you go into the flames with her.’


Grandpa released him and walked out of the kitchen. He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. As Boy heard the front door slam, he knew he would do as Grandpa had ordered because there was no alternative.


He lifted the heart carefully from the box and placed it on the special board Grammy had kept for the lamb’s hearts. She’d stressed she’d had to be gentle because the skin could so easily split.


Picking up the extra-sharp scissors she always used, Boy carefully cut away the tubes. Then he slid his fingers inside to clean it out the way he’d seen Grammy do so many times and something amazing happened. It felt like putting on the softest glove imaginable. Grammy’s heart was caressing him, telling him she cared. It felt so right, he didn’t want to take his hand out. He moved his fingers gently, feeling Grammy’s love seep into him.


Boy wasn’t alone any more. Grammy’s blood flowed around his fingers. Tenderly, oh so tenderly, he slid his hand out and felt a loss greater even than when his parents had died. Tears streaming down his face, he moved his hand back into the heart. The sides closed round his fingers and held them. He wanted to stay like this for ever, safe within Grammy’s love.


Eventually, the fear of Grandpa’s rage overruled his needs and he removed his fingers for the final time. As he stumbled around the kitchen, gathering the ingredients for Grammy’s stuffing recipe, he promised himself that one day he would find someone who loved him. Someone who loved him enough to give him her heart when she died.


Boy wiped away the tears his memories had brought and stroked the box. He glanced at the clock on the wall opposite and couldn’t believe how much time had passed since he’d sat down. It was already half past five. The undertakers had left with Grandpa’s body over an hour ago. Boy stood up and put the box on Grandpa’s bed. There were things he needed to do before he went back to work. One of them was to bury the box in the garden in Grammy’s rose bed. Grandpa had kept it because he couldn’t bear to let her go – Boy was going to set her free.


‘Grammy, I hope you’ll understand. I hated you for dying. You’d loved me and kept me safe during those early years, but after you died, he took his pain out on me. I thought he was going to live for ever, like the monsters in the books you used to read to me. But he’s gone now; I can finally start looking for a love of my own to bring home.’









Chapter Four


Saturday morning – two weeks later


Paolo lifted his head and felt the pounding of at least fifty construction workers all wielding jackhammers. Why, oh why, had he had so much to drink last night? Water, that would help, but that meant getting out of bed and he didn’t think he was capable of standing upright just yet.


The last time he’d had as much to drink was when he’d seen Jessica off at the airport. That night he’d drunk himself into oblivion and woke up feeling so bad he’d not touched a drop since.


He wasn’t really a drinker at the best of times, preferring instead to enjoy a soda or coffee while everyone else was downing alcohol. Last night, something inside had finally broken through and he’d needed to get drunk to drown out the voices in his head reminding him of the people he’d loved and lost. His mother, his eldest daughter, and Dave were all dead, never coming back; he had to find a way to accept those losses.


Deciding that was enough self-pity for a Saturday morning, Paolo tried again to move his head. As he shifted position he was convinced he could feel his brain sloshing in fluid. Nausea struck and he hurled himself from the bed, lurching into the bathroom. By the time he came out again, nearly twenty minutes later, he felt slightly more human and in desperate need of coffee.


While waiting for the water to boil for the cafetiere, he smiled as he recalled the antics of his team in the restaurant. Why did cop celebrations always end up featuring furry handcuffs and suggestive truncheons? But CC had been right – the team needed a reason to celebrate. Not only were they too struggling to come to terms with Dave’s loss, but the lack of progress in their latest case was bringing down morale.


Two weeks of day and night surveillance had achieved precisely nothing, apart from giving Jack another reason to gripe about his part in it. The only thing the surveillance had confirmed was that the bouncer was selective in who he let in and who he kept out. Any attractive, or even passable, female went through the doors without being bothered by the muscle-bound heavy, but he was far more choosey when it came to the male of the species.


Paolo looked down at his tracksuit bottoms and scruffy tee-shirt and smiled. Even dressed in better clothes, he doubted he would make it into the club without showing his badge first.


He downed his second cup of coffee and felt better able to face the day. A shower would do him the world of good, he decided. After that, he’d head into the office. CC’s words resounded in his head, telling him he shouldn’t be working seven days a week, but what was the alternative? Stay home and watch Saturday Kitchen?


As he headed back towards the bathroom he heard the faint tones of his mobile. Cursing, he searched for it among the clothes he’d scattered across the floor last night as he’d staggered to bed in his drunken stupor. Finally, unearthing the phone from under the bed where he must have kicked it, he looked at the name displayed on the face. Could he cope with his ex-wife the way he felt right now?


He was saved from having to make that decision when the ring tone abruptly ended. Not that he had a problem with Lydia. Far from it. They’d somehow managed to forge a friendship out of what had promised to be an acrimonious divorce, but he just wasn’t in the mood to chat to anyone this morning. He promised himself he’d call her back later.


Halfway to the bathroom, his landline rang. Moving back into the bedroom, he wondered if he’d ever get the shower he wanted so badly. He snatched up the receiver and sat on the bed.


‘Sterling.’


‘Paolo? Why aren’t you answering your mobile? I’ve been calling you.’


Her voice hit all the wrong notes for his fragile brain and his voice came out more sharply than he intended.


‘I tried, Lydia, but you rang off too quickly.’


‘Okay, sorry, don’t bite my head off. I only called to congratulate you on your promotion. Mind you, it would have been nice if you’d told me about it. I only found out because I got an email from Katy yesterday.’


‘Lucky you,’ Paolo said, deliberately ignoring Lydia’s dig about not telling her he’d been promoted. ‘I haven’t heard from her for a couple of weeks. She okay?’


‘She seems to be, but I wish she’d come home. I hate the idea of her running around Africa without us there to keep her safe.’


Paolo felt the same way, but had no intention of enlarging on the theme. Katy was doing what she needed to do and they just had to put up with it.


‘Anyway, thanks for the call, but I need to get to the office. Can I catch up with you later?’


‘Oh, you have to work today? I was kind of hoping we could meet for a coffee this morning.’


There was something in her voice that told him she wasn’t suggesting meeting up just for a social chat.


‘Have you got a problem, Lydia? Something you need my help with?’


She laughed. ‘I never get anything past you. There is something, but it’s not for me. One of the girls I work with thinks she’s being stalked. I thought maybe you could give me some advice to pass on to her.’


‘I doubt I could improve on whatever you’ve already told her, but yeah, we could meet in town. Where did you have in mind?’


There was silence at the other end of the phone.


‘Lydia, you still there or am I talking to myself?’


She laughed. ‘I’m here. I was just thinking about where we could talk without being overheard. Everywhere is crowded on a Saturday morning. What about you coming over here? I could put together some bacon and eggs if you’d like.’


Paolo’s queasy stomach did a somersault at the thought of a cooked breakfast.


‘Just coffee and maybe some toast will be fine. Give me time to shower and get dressed and I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’


Three-quarters of an hour later Paolo, feeling better than he’d believed possible when he woke up, was ringing the doorbell at Lydia’s. When she opened the door, he was reminded once again why he’d fallen in love with her all those years ago. Her smile still had the power to wrench his heart and tie his tongue in knots.


‘Come in,’ she said, standing back so that he could pass. ‘Coffee’s ready. Grab yourself a cup while I get the toast sorted. Marmalade okay? I’m out of jam. I don’t keep half the supplies I used to when Katy was living here.’


He headed for the smell of freshly made nectar, poured a cup and took it over to the table. As he pulled out a chair, he studied Lydia’s face. She looked more serious than he’d expected from the way she’d sounded earlier.


‘Something happen since we spoke?’


The toaster pinged and Lydia turned to grab the slices as they popped up.


‘Yes, Sasha just called me. How did you guess?’


‘The expression on your face gave it away. I take it Sasha is the girl you’re so worried about?’


She slid the toast rack towards him and put the butter and marmalade in easy reach before sitting down opposite.


‘Yes, she’s the one. She went out last night to meet up with some of her friends at one of the local clubs they go to a lot and said she had a feeling while she was waiting to go in that someone was staring at her. She told her friends, when she found them inside, but they wouldn’t take her seriously.’


‘Why not?’


Lydia smiled. ‘They were probably halfway to getting plastered and too intent on having a good time.’


‘And Sasha wasn’t?’


‘Wasn’t what? Drunk or trying to have a good time? She’s a young woman, Paolo, just wanting to enjoy life, but some creep is freaking her out.’


‘Has she seen him?’


Lydia shook her head. ‘No, but she is convinced someone followed her home from the bus stop. She only felt safe once she was inside the apartment lobby with the door locked.’


‘Did she see the person?’


‘No, but she’d heard footsteps that seemed to be keeping time with hers. They stopped when she looked back, but sped up when she ran for home. It’s not the first time it’s happened.’


Paolo looked up. ‘Always when she’s coming home from a night out?’


‘No, this was the first time at night. When I tried to reassure her that it was probably nothing to worry about she said it had happened a few times during the day as well. When she went to pay her rent this month she was certain someone had followed her. Every time she looked back, there was a man with a baseball cap pulled low over his face looking into shop windows.’


‘That could be a coincidence. Maybe the guy was genuinely window shopping.’


Lydia frowned. ‘You really believe that?’


‘It’s possible, but I agree it’s more probable someone is following her. Has anyone contacted her? Made threats?’


She shook her head again. ‘I asked her that. The only other thing that’s happened is she’s had a few odd calls to her landline.’


‘Odd in what way?’


‘She answers the phone and it immediately goes dead. It makes her feel like someone is checking to make sure she’s home.’


‘The caller doesn’t say anything?’


‘No. Sasha answers it and the person hangs up.’


‘Then I don’t see how I can help, Lydia. The only advice I can give her isn’t what she, or you, would want to hear.’


‘What advice is that?’


‘She should stop going to the places that make her feel uncomfortable.’


‘Stay home and act like a nun?’ Lydia said.


Paolo sighed. He’d expected that reaction. ‘No, that wasn’t what I meant and you know it.’ He drained his cup and got up for a refill. ‘What I’m saying is if she feels uneasy in the club, try going somewhere else for a while. See if she gets the same feeling of being watched in a different environment. What’s the name of the place she goes to?’


‘She did tell me, but I can’t remember exactly. You may have noticed that I’m not at the age to go clubbing any more,’ she said, grinning at him. ‘Hang on, it’s coming to me. It’s a weird name. Doesn’t sound like a club. I remember when she told me I thought it was more like somewhere plumbers would hang out.’


Paolo walked back to the table, cup in hand. ‘It wasn’t The Pipe by any chance?’


‘Yes, that was it! How did you guess?’


‘It’s one of the places that comes up on the radar from time to time.’


She gave Paolo a look that he knew meant tell me more. Not a good idea.


‘So what exactly do you want me to do for your young friend?’


‘I want you to look into it.’


He took a sip of coffee before answering. As he put his cup down, he thought how nice it was to be sharing this moment with Lydia. Especially as he knew he was about to ruin it.


‘I can’t, Lydia. You haven’t given me anything to go on. All I know is the girl’s first name.’


‘I can give you her full name,’ she said.


‘You didn’t give me chance to finish. Even with her full name, all I’ve got to go on is that she feels like she’s being watched, but she doesn’t know who it might be, or even if she really is being followed. You’re not giving me anything concrete. Has she had any weird phone calls to her mobile, or just to the landline?’


Lydia shook her head. ‘She hasn’t mentioned any.’


‘Texts? Requests from strangers to hook up online?’


‘Not as far as I know. Paolo, please, she’s scared. She’s a young woman living alone here. All her family are up north and she has no one to talk to other than me and I can’t do anything.’


Paolo sighed. He knew when he was beaten. ‘Give me her details. I’ll talk to her and see if there is anything we can do.’


Lydia’s face lit up. ‘Thank you.’


‘Just bear in mind, unless she can be more specific, there’s very little action I can take. With all the cuts in our budget I can’t spare the manpower to watch her 24/7 without a definite threat to her well-being.’


She got up and came round to his side of the table. Leaning forward, she kissed his cheek. Paolo felt the urge to reach out and pull her into his arms, but resisted. They’d been down that road too many times in the past and it always resulted in misery.


He looked up and smiled. ‘You’d better give me Sasha’s phone number and address. I’ll try to get to see her over the weekend.’


She took the magnetic pad off the fridge and searched for a pen. ‘I’ve only got her landline number, but you won’t be able to call her until Monday night. She was completely freaked out; she said she was going home to her parents for the rest of the weekend and would only be back Monday evening.’









Chapter Five


Monday


Boy parked round the back of Sasha’s block, so that he could see her windows, and waited for the light to come on to show she’d come home from work.


‘I know you’re the special one,’ he whispered. He couldn’t bear it if Sasha let him down, but he’d come prepared, just in case.


As he waited, he ran through the way he hoped the evening would go. She’d be a little surprised to see him. That was to be expected. But once she realised how much he loved her, how much he was prepared to sacrifice to be with her, she’d fall into his arms and be prepared to live with him and take Grammy’s place at the heart of his home.


He smiled, picturing their life together. She’d have to give up work. No partner of his was going to slave outside the home and be too tired to be a proper wife. No, she’d be happy to stay in the house, making nice meals and keeping the place perfect. That’s the way Grammy and Grandpa had raised him. A woman should be ready to please her man whenever he needed her.


Not that he’d had a chance to tell Sasha how he felt. Not yet. Tonight all that was going to change. Tonight they’d finally be together. He’d thought for a while that she might not be the one, but last week she’d given him the signal he’d been waiting for. He’d planned to come over on Saturday, but she hadn’t answered her phone when he called. Angry bile rose in his throat. Where had she been? Why hadn’t she been home when he needed her? Bitch! But he’d forgive her this time. It wasn’t her fault she hadn’t been trained. Boy smiled.


He’d use a different technique to Grandpa. Grammy had spent too much time in the cellar. Boy was certain he’d never need to use it. He’d teach Sasha to love him so much she’d never do anything he wouldn’t like.


He reached to the passenger seat and pulled the bag over to check, once again, that he had all he needed. He unzipped it and lifted out the roses. The florist had looked at him strangely when he’d insisted she remove all the thorns, but he didn’t want Sasha to hurt herself when she arranged them just like Grammy had. They looked a bit the worse for wear, but would soon freshen up when Sasha put them into a vase. He wondered what her flat looked like inside and hoped it wasn’t too modern. He didn’t like all that minimalist crap. Grandpa had liked dark wood and Grammy had made sure it gleamed with scented wax. He hoped Sasha would be able to keep to Grammy’s high standards, but wasn’t too worried if she couldn’t at first. He’d seen how Grandpa had done things and vowed to treat his love differently. Punishment and praise, Grandpa always said, that’s what does the trick with women, punishment and praise. Whip them hard when they get things wrong, then give them roses when they finally get it right. Well, he was never going to do that! He was only going to shower Sasha with flowers to show his love. It would be all praise and no punishment.
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