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      Gemma Adderley had had enough.

      She had taken everything she possibly could, endured everything that had been slung at her, and was scared, humiliated, broken, hurt. Hurt above all. In so many ways.

      As the front door slammed, shutting out the outside world once again, Gemma looked round the house. At her possessions. At her life. What was it Robert De Niro had said in that film she had watched once when Roy was out? Never get attached to anything you wouldn’t walk out on in thirty seconds if you had to. Something like that. She sat at the kitchen table and looked at the walls, the floor. The cooker he had wanted her chained to. The fridge he had told her to keep fully stocked, even if she didn’t always have the money to do it. They weren’t her possessions. He had bought them. Had tried to make them possess her. There was nothing in the room – the flat – she wouldn’t be able to walk out on. That she didn’t want to walk out on.

      Except Carly. And that was why she was taking her daughter with her.

      Heart thumping, Gemma stood up, went into the living room. Thought once more of Roy. What he would say to her if he knew she was planning this. Do to her. The sins she would be committing. The punishment he would inflict – no, not him, not his punishment, God’s, for daring to go against His will. And knew she wouldn’t face that again. Never again. She opened the door, gripping the handle, trying not to notice how much her fingers were trembling.

      Carly was lying on the floor watching TV. Some unreal reality show. The kind she could only watch when Roy was out. She turned as Gemma entered, her eyes as usual wide, head and body flinching. Expecting God’s wrath. Expecting to go straight to hell. Gemma’s heart broke every time she saw her daughter do that. She had wondered where she had seen eyes like her daughter’s before and the answer had come to her one night when she was watching the news. They’d shown footage of some war zone in the Middle East, tortured refugees making their way slowly out of the city, trying to forget what they had seen, trying to carry on, and she’d seen the same things in the children’s eyes that were in Carly’s.

      A war zone. Just about sums it up, thought Gemma. Straight to hell. How could you fear going there when you were already living in it?

      ‘Hey,’ she said, trying to keep her voice light, ‘we’re going out.’

      Carly sat up, looked round nervously. She had heard the door slam shut as well. It was usually a sign for them both to relax. Get together, find a shared strength to keep them going. But this was new. This was unheard of for the little girl. What her mother was proposing was against the rules. And she knew there would be punishments.

      ‘But…’ Carly’s eyes darted to the door. ‘We can’t…’

      ‘We can,’ said Gemma, hoping she sounded calm and in control, fearing she didn’t. ‘And we are. Come on.’

      Carly stood up, dumbly obeying, even if it was against the rules. ‘Where…’

      Gemma summoned up a smile for her daughter. Only for her daughter, she thought. It had been a long time since she had smiled for herself. ‘Somewhere nice. Somewhere safe.’

      Carly said nothing.

      ‘Come on,’ said Gemma, holding out her hand for the girl to take.

      Carly, clearly not happy but not wanting to go against her mother’s wishes, walked towards her. Then turned back to the TV. ‘I’d better turn it off. If I don’t turn it off…’

      ‘Leave it on,’ said Gemma.

      Carly stared at her.

      ‘Yeah, leave it on.’ Gemma smiled. That little act of rebellion had emboldened her. With Carly she turned, left the room.

      She had already packed their bags, hidden them under the bed. She pulled them out.

      ‘Are we… are we going on holiday?’ asked Carly.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Gemma, ‘that’s right. A holiday.’

      ‘Where?’ asked Carly, excitement building despite her fear. ‘Somewhere hot and sunny? Like Benidorm?’

      It was one of the seven-year-old’s favourite programmes. Something Gemma let her stay up and watch if Roy was out. Which was most nights.

      ‘Not Benidorm, petal, no. But somewhere nice. Somewhere we’ll feel…’ What? What could she say to her daughter, tell her about where they were going? ‘Safe. Happy. Somewhere happy. Come on, get your coat on.’

      Carly turned to go to her own room, stopped, came back. ‘Can I bring Crusty?’

      Her toy bear. She took it everywhere.

      ‘He’s already packed. We won’t forget him. Now come on, we’ve got to go.’

      But Carly didn’t move. A thought had occurred to her. Gemma stood, waited. She knew what the child was going to say. Had her answer prepared.

      ‘Is… is Daddy coming with us?’

      ‘Not, not just yet, petal. D’you want him to?’

      ‘He’s Daddy.’ Her voice flat, monotonous. The words like something learned by rote at school. ‘We’re his family. He’s the head. In charge. Just like God. He has to know what we’re doing all the time.’

      ‘That’s right. He’s Daddy.’ Not dwelling on the rest of her daughter’s words. Hoping she was young enough to forget all that stuff in time. ‘Well, look. We’ll get going and he can come and join us later if we want him to. How does that sound?’

      Again those wide war-zone eyes. Carly nodded.

      Gemma knew she didn’t mean it, knew she had done it more out of fear of disagreeing than because she wanted him to join them. She knew also the conflict that would be raging inside her daughter, tearing her apart. But it had to be done. It had to be.

      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Right, just a couple of things to do before we go.’

      She took out her phone, dialled a number she had memorised. Waited.

      ‘Gemma Adderley,’ she said when someone answered. ‘Safe Haven, please.’

      The voice on the other end of the line asked her where she was. She told them. She was given directions, told where to be.

      ‘The car’ll be with you in ten minutes. Is that okay?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Gemma, hardly believing that she was actually doing this. After toying with it for years, wanting to but not having the strength, the courage to actually do so, she was leaving Roy. And with him would go all the pain, hurt and suffering that she and her daughter had endured for so long.

      ‘Yeah,’ she said again. ‘That’s fine.’

      ‘The driver needs to give you a word so you know it’s from us. The word is strawberry. If they don’t give you that, don’t get in, okay?’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘See you soon.’

      Gemma ended the call, looked down at Carly. Her daughter had her coat buttoned up and was staring up at her, trying to be excited but unable to hide the fear in her eyes. In that moment Gemma thought it wasn’t possible for her to love another person more.

      ‘Come on, petal,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

      They reached the front door.

      ‘Oh,’ said Gemma, ‘one more thing.’

      She went back into the living room, took the book – Roy’s only book – from pride of place on the shelf. The Bible. The family Bible, a source of guidance and prayer. A template to live your life by. She felt the edges. Hard leather, scuffed and indented where it had struck her and her daughter. A weapon of anger, of fear.

      She felt rage build inside. Wished she had a fire so she could throw the book on it, watch it burn away to nothing. Instead had to content herself with opening it up at random and ripping out pages, throwing them round the room in a frenzy.

      Eventually she wore herself out, dropped the book on the floor, knowing it would serve as a goodbye letter, and went to join her daughter.

      She looked at the front door once more. He never locked it when he went out but she knew she was expected to remain inside. Imprisoned not by lock and key but by fear. Of what would happen if she dared to be out when he returned. If she dared to even think about leaving. Well, now she was. Leaving for ever. And it had taken her longer than she could remember to build up the courage to do that. To walk out of her open prison, never to return.

      Gemma and Carly held hands as well as they could with their bags; left the house together.

      As Gemma closed the door behind her for what she hoped would be the last time, another Robert De Niro quote sprang to mind. Something about life being short and whatever time you got was luck. That was what she was having now. Luck.

      She had been given this chance for a fresh start, and from now on, Gemma Adderley was going to create her own luck.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              2
            

          

        

      

      Nina felt the air on her face, cool and welcome. Closed her eyes and kept walking.

      The club had been good, she had to admit. Itchy Feet night at Lab 11. Just one room with bare brick walls and a bar, kind of damp-smelling, but it played good music for a club night. Not the usual stuff all the other places played. Fifties music, swing. Retro. Just what she liked. And she’d enjoyed herself, mostly. It hadn’t been her idea to go but she didn’t want to seem like the odd girl out or the killjoy who held all the others back. Especially as they hadn’t known each other long and were still bonding as a group. The first uni semester was like that. Just as she’d expected it to be. She wanted to make friends with the rest of the group she had been put in halls with, and this seemed to be the best way of doing it. Also, she suffered from serious FOMO. She hadn’t heard the phrase before she had arrived at uni, but it had stuck in her mind ever since. FOMO: Fear of Missing Out. And now that naming it made it officially a thing, she was relieved to admit it was pretty strong inside her.

      She opened her eyes, still walking, looked at the others she was with. Andrew was from Manchester, gay and mouthy. She’d had a friend like him in sixth form. She hoped he could be her surrogate. Every girl needed a gay best friend, she had decided. Laura was the other girl in the group. Nina could see herself gravitating towards her too. They seemed to have lots in common and they were on the same course. The other two boys were Mark and John. Lads. That was all she could think of to say about them. They were good fun; bright, funny, but not really on her wavelength. Good lads, though, happy to be seen out with girls and didn’t stigmatise Andrew for being gay. A great bunch to be with and it seemed like they all got along together. Early days, but that was a good sign.

      Mark and John were clowning as they went. Loud, laughing like everyone was watching.

      ‘Oh,’ said Andrew, ‘you and your laddish fun…’

      This seemed to be a pattern, fooling around as soon as they got a drink inside them. First time away from home, experiencing that nervous, giddy freedom. Nina wasn’t like that. She was cautious, careful. Took everything as it came, in her stride. Tried not to have fixed expectations. That way she wouldn’t be disappointed. That was what she’d always told herself. But she smiled at them. They were funny.

      ‘Did you see that guy?’ asked Andrew.

      ‘Which guy?’

      ‘Looking at you. That guy. Dark hair. Big eyes. Like Jared Leto.’

      Nina knew exactly which guy he meant. She had fancied him but didn’t want to admit it. Not in the game plan, she’d told herself. Do the degree, have fun, get out. Don’t get lumbered.

      ‘Nah,’ she said. ‘Must have missed him.’

      Andrew’s eyes rolled and widened in stage shock. ‘Missed him? How could you? My God, if you didn’t want him, I was going to have a go.’

      Nina smiled.

      Her ears were still ringing from the BPMs in the club, but she let Andrew go on, not really listening to him, pleased with the constant buzz. It was light now, early Saturday morning. They had gone into town quite late and Nina had paced herself with her drinks. Always bottles, always in her hand, making sure she knew who had bought them, ensuring no one could have tampered with them. Always in control. The way she liked it.

      ‘Where are we?’ asked Laura.

      ‘Digbeth,’ said Nina. ‘Birmingham.’

      ‘Yeah, I know that. But where are we? How do we get back home?’

      Nina looked round. All the streets looked the same in Digbeth. Run-down warehouses and factories supposedly having had the cultural magic wand waved at them. The new hip and edgy part of town. All cool bars and vintage clothes shops. She could see the silver-spotted undulating form of Selfridges in the city centre off in the distance. Like a massive science fiction slug had just died there.

      ‘Head for that, I suppose,’ she said. ‘Get a cab.’ If we’ve got any money left, she wanted to add. She had budgeted carefully for the night. She hoped the rest of them had. She didn’t fancy walking all the way to Edgbaston.

      ‘Nah,’ said Andrew, ‘let’s —’

      ‘Guys.’

      They stopped talking. Up ahead, Mark and John had stopped walking, John turning to them, serious expression on his face.

      ‘Guys,’ he said again, gesturing towards a doorway, suddenly no longer drunk. ‘Come here, guys, come here…’

      Nina moved forward, caught up with them. The other two followed. She looked to where John was pointing. There, huddled in the doorway, was a little girl.

      The child looked away from them, curled herself into a foetal ball, eyes screwed tight shut; if she couldn’t see them, they wouldn’t see her. Her clothes were dirty but not rags, her face equally grimy; tears and snot had left tracks down it. She clutched hard at a teddy bear in her hands, pulled it towards her chest. She looked like she had been living rough on the street. She looked, thought Nina, like the kind of kid you saw on the TV news from a war zone.

      Looking round to see what the others were doing – nothing – Nina knelt down in front of the girl.

      ‘Careful,’ said Andrew, ‘she might have something —’

      Nina turned, gave him a hard stare. He said nothing more.

      ‘Hello,’ she said quietly. ‘What’s your name?’

      The little girl didn’t reply, just screwed her eyes up tighter.

      All sorts of thoughts tumbled through Nina’s head. She’d been trafficked, she’d run away from somewhere, she’d been abandoned. She might not even speak or understand English.

      ‘I’m Nina,’ she said. ‘What’s your name?’

      The little girl started to cry. ‘Go away,’ she said, clutching her toy like it was a life raft.

      Nina edged forward. ‘What’s your name? Look, we can help you.’

      Nothing.

      Andrew knelt down next to Nina, wanting to help. The little girl flinched, seemed as if she was about to cry again. Wide-eyed, he moved back. Nina stayed where she was.

      ‘Where’s your… your mum? Where do you live? Do you know?’

      The girl shook her head.

      ‘Look, we’ll get help. We won’t leave you, okay?’

      The girl still said nothing. Held on harder to the bear.

      ‘Can you tell us anything?’ said Nina, sensing that words were now futile and they should phone the police. ‘A name? Anything.’

      The little girl looked up at them, her eyes wide with ghosts.

      ‘Why are you here? What happened?’

      The girl seemed about to answer but stopped herself. The enormity of what was behind the words too much for her. She looked away from them again, eyes down.

      Whatever she had been about to say was now locked up firmly within her.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              3
            

          

        

      

      ‘Hello.’

      Psychologist Marina Esposito smiled, sat down on a chair that was way too small for her. She looked at the little girl in front of her.

      ‘I’m Marina. What’s your name?’

      The girl looked up briefly, eyes wide, then away again. Back to the bear in her hands. Clutching it tightly.

      Marina kept her smile in place. ‘You’ve had a horrible thing happen to you, haven’t you? I’m here to help you get over it.’

      The girl didn’t look at her. Marina looked at the bear in her hands. It was filthy but she knew the girl wouldn’t give it up. Hadn’t given it up since she had been found.

      ‘What’s your bear called?’ asked Marina.

      ‘Crusty,’ the girl replied.

      ‘Crusty. Nice name. And has he been with you all the time?’

      The girl nodded.

      ‘And what’s your name?’ Marina knew – it was in the report – but she still had to ask.

      The girl kept staring at the bear.

      When she had received the call, Marina had told them this wasn’t her area. She didn’t usually deal with children, no matter how traumatised. ‘I’m a criminal psychologist,’ she had said on the phone.‘Unless she’s committed a crime, I don’t think I can be of much help.’

      ‘She’s been the victim of one,’ said Detective Sergeant Hugh Ellison, ‘or at least we think her mother has. She’s disappeared. And the daughter’s the only witness.’ He paused, letting that sink in, went on. ‘Normally we would go with a child psychologist, but your particular skill set makes you a better fit for this. And you come highly recommended.’

      ‘Right.’ Marina nodded even though he couldn’t see it. She knew who had recommended her. Her husband, Phil Brennan, was a detective inspector with the West Midlands Major Incident Squad based in the centre of Birmingham. She had worked with him on cases before. Helped.

      A shiver ran through her as she thought of him. He couldn’t help her now. Not any more. And that was a wedge driven between them, because she doubted he ever could again.

      And she couldn’t give him the chance.

      ‘Anyway,’ DS Ellison had continued, ‘she was found on the street in Digbeth. Said she’d been going on holiday with her mother but her mother had gone off without her. Thrown out of the car, left on the street. Found by some students.’

      ‘What’s happened to her mother?’

      ‘That’s what I’m hoping you can find out.’

      And the call had ended.

      Marina had agreed – with some reluctance – to try and help the girl. She had read every report presented to her. The girl had given her name – Carly – but little else. She wouldn’t tell them where she lived and she looked terrified at the prospect of talking about her mother. Marina suspected that the two things weren’t connected, but the responses suggested some kind of trauma related to each. There had been no missing persons report answering her description, so that was all she had to go on.

      Now she found herself at the special reception centre where the girl was being treated and cared for. The walls were bright, colourfully painted with murals of cartoon characters. But even that didn’t disguise the institutional feel of the place.

      ‘You’re Carly, aren’t you? I got your name from Lesley who’s been looking after you.’

      The little girl nodded.

      ‘How old are you, Carly?’

      ‘Seven.’

      Marina nodded. ‘Good age. I’ve got a little girl. She’s a tiny bit younger than you. Her name’s Josephina.’ She looked at Crusty. ‘She’s got a favourite teddy she never lets go of.’

      The girl just stared at her. Marina wasn’t sure, but she saw the beginnings of interest, a tentative kind of trust building within, reaching out to her.

      ‘So where’s your daddy, Carly?’

      Something dark seemed to flutter over the girl. She had almost made eye contact with Marina. Instead she looked away.

      ‘At home,’ she said.

      ‘And where’s home?’

      ‘Home.’ Her eyes guarded, downcast.

      ‘Do you want to tell me how to get there, Carly?’

      She kept staring at the bear. Shook her head.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Mummy said we were going away. On holiday. Not Benidorm, but somewhere nice, she said.’

      ‘Benidorm? Why Benidorm? Did you want to go there?’

      Carly nodded. ‘Like on the telly.’

      On the telly? Marina thought, puzzled. Then it came to her. A comedy. Of sorts. All bright sun and broad acting. She smiled, nodded. ‘The programme. You like that, do you?’

      Carly nodded. ‘Mummy lets me stay up to watch it. When Daddy’s not —’

      She stopped herself, eyes scared, guilty, once more.

      Marina studied her. ‘When Daddy’s not what? Home?’

      The girl said nothing. Clutched the bear, knuckles white.

      Marina leaned forward. Just enough to be seen, not enough to invade the girl’s personal space. ‘You want to know something, Carly? About your teddy? And about my daughter Josephina’s teddy?’

      The girl looked up once more, wary but interested.

      ‘They protect you. You hold on to them and they protect you. When things get bad, they’re always there for you. Sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to do. And you have to be strong to do them. That’s when teddies help.’

      Carly kept staring at her. Marina, sensing she had the girl hooked, continued. ‘My little girl, Josephina, when she was even smaller, she… she had to be brave. She had to be strong.’

      ‘What happened?’ asked Carly, interested despite herself.

      ‘Well, she…’ Was kidnapped. Held to ransom. And I had to go after her, hunt down the kidnappers and bring her home. ‘She… there were some bad people. And they wanted me to do something for them. So they took her away from me.’

      Carly’s eyes widened. ‘Did… did she come back?’

      Marina smiled. She hoped it was reassuring. ‘Oh yes. I got her back. She came back home with me. But you know what? When things got bad for her, really bad, she had her teddy to cling on to. All the time, all the way. And he protected her. Made her feel strong. Just like Crusty is doing for you now.’

      And it was me that got her. Brought her back. Not Phil, me. 

      Carly looked at the bear, back at Marina.

      ‘So no matter what happens in here,’ and to emphasise the point, Marina gestured round the room, ‘you’re safe. Whatever you say, whatever you do, you’re safe. Because your teddy’s with you. He won’t let anything bad happen to you.’

      Carly gazed at Marina, her eyes wide, desperate to believe, to trust. Not yet able to take that final step.

      ‘Is…’ She glanced down at the teddy, looked once more at Marina. ‘Is Josephina safe now?’

      Marina smiled. Hoped it was convincing.

      ‘Of course she is.’

      Hoping the girl wouldn’t notice the lie. Hoping she wouldn’t be able to read her mind, know that nowhere was safe for Josephina – or Marina – now. Not any more. Not since…

      She put those thoughts out of her head. She would deal with them later. She knew what she was going to do. But now she had to concentrate on Carly.

      ‘So we’re safe in here, Carly. You’re safe. And we can talk. That’s all. Just talk. Would you like to talk? To me?’

      Carly took a long time to make up her mind. Then nodded.

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      Marina smiled. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘That’s good.’ She arranged her posture into her least threatening, most open and responsive pose. ‘So tell me what happened.’

      Carly looked at the teddy, studied it for a long time, as if it was relaying information to her, giving her the will, the strength, to speak. Eventually she looked up. Said one word.

      ‘Strawberry.’
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      Rain lashed down, incessant and hard, washing away the life from the city, draining the colour from the afternoon, turning daylight to premature dusk. It was borne on a chill wind that when it swirled and strengthened made the cold wet drops into razor-ice projectiles, reminding everyone, if they needed it, that summer was only a distant memory and autumn was on its last legs.

      Not the best kind of day to be out for any length of time.

      Not the best kind of day to discover a dead body.

      Detective Inspector Phil Brennan of the West Midlands Major Incident Squad stood on Saturday Bridge in Birmingham, looking down on the nearly drained locks of the Birmingham and Fazeley Canal from underneath an umbrella, waiting to be given the signal to approach. The two-tone crime-scene tape stretched across the footpath, demarcating where the normal world ended and the other world – the dangerous, murderous, tragic and brutal other world – started. Phil stood with his back to the tape. He had been here enough times. He knew which world was his.

      The rain kept all but the most persistent rubberneckers away. The white plastic tent erected on the bank of the canal ensured that those who remained wouldn’t be able to see anything anyway. Phil ignored the watchers, avoided eye contact and feigned deafness with the few reporters and TV crews who had braved the elements to chase a story. Shut out everything that was taking up valuable real estate inside his head, just concentrated on what was before him.

      The hand holding the umbrella barely shook. That was something. His unshaven look could be explained away as fashionable stubble. His clothes, never very smart, might just look particularly shabby because of the rain. The sunken red eyes with the sleep-deprived black rings around them were harder to explain, though. He just hoped no one noticed. He sucked on an extra-strong mint, focused.

      Even with the white tent erected, he knew that the chances of preserving the crime scene in the face of this whipping rain were, unless they were miraculously, religiously lucky, slim to none. But procedure had to be followed. He walked down the raised metal squares of the common approach path, stood at the entrance to the tent.

      ‘You ready for me yet?’ he called in to Jo Howe, a short, round, middle-aged woman and the leading crime-scene investigator.

      Jo was kneeling on the ground, checking all around, careful not to touch the body in front of her. ‘I’ll call you when I’m ready. Get in the pub with the others,’ she said without looking up.

      He wanted to say, I just want to be doing something. I need to be doing something. But didn’t. Instead he turned, walked away. Doing as she had suggested.

      His wet jeans moulded themselves to his legs like a second skin, constricting his movement in the most unpleasant way possible as he walked back up to the bridge. His leather jacket kept out most of the water, but it still ran down his umbrella-holding hand and up his sleeve, down the back of his neck. He should change his clothes as soon as possible. Might get a cold or flu. Part of him didn’t care.

      He pushed through the small crowd, dodged the media, crossed the road and made for the pub. The Shakespeare had been on the same spot in Summer Row for years. Victorian and resolutely old-fashioned, it maintained a sense of tradition beside the more fashionable bars and kitchens that had sprung up next to it.

      Phil went inside, flashed his warrant card at the barman, who beamed back. ‘What can I get you?’ he asked.

      Phil knew the type. Eager to get bragging rights for assisting the police and hoping that some of the glamour of a major investigation would rub off on him. Glamour. Tell that to the dead person on the canal towpath, thought Phil.

      ‘Coffee, please,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in the back room.’

      They had temporarily taken over the pub. Uniforms, plain clothes and SOCOs gathered around, sheltering from the rain until the temporary incident unit arrived. Phil saw two members of his team, Detective Sergeant Ian Sperring and Detective Constable Imani Oliver, sitting silently at a table underneath a bust of Shakespeare. He went over to join them.

      ‘Heard somebody in here once asking if they were brothers,’ said Sperring, pointing to the bust above his head, then to an identical one on the other corner. ‘Shakespeare. Wondered if one did the writing and one did the, I dunno, acting or bookkeeping or something.’

      ‘And what did you tell them?’ asked Imani, a glint of humour in her eye.

      Sperring shrugged. ‘Told them what they wanted to hear,’ he said, expression liked a closed fist.

      There was no love lost between the two officers, but Phil had insisted that since they were part of his team, they had to work together. Detective Constable Nadish Khan, the other immediate member of the team, was away on a training course. Sperring, ten years older than Phil and many pounds heavier, was ensconced in the corner, his bulk at rest, looking like he was going nowhere. Imani, keen and alert, was on the stool opposite.

      Phil had been settled in Colchester, happy with his position with Essex Police. But when events had taken a near-terminal turn for the worse, the area hadn’t seemed as welcoming, so he and Marina had decided on a change of scenery and picked Birmingham, the city of Marina’s birth, as a destination. It had taken Phil some time to be accepted by his team. And for him to accept them. But out of that animosity had evolved a way of working they could all accept. The team had even begun to respect Phil’s methods, even if they weren’t in a hurry to adopt them.

      He took off his leather jacket, slung it over the padded chair and sat down beside them. The pub was warm. He could almost feel the steam rising off his soaking legs. The front of his plaid shirt was wet through, the T-shirt underneath likewise.

      Phil never wore a suit for work. He dressed as he pleased. A combo of Red Wing boots, heavy Japanese selvedge denim, a Western shirt and a leather jacket was the nearest thing he had to a uniform. This approach had brought him into conflict with other officers over the years, most recently his own team. He believed that creativity in dress led to creativity and intuition when it came to the job. His views weren’t embraced, but he was tolerated. As long as he kept getting results.

      ‘They ready for us yet?’ asked Sperring, barely glancing up from the mug of industrial-strength tea he was stirring.

      ‘They’ll call us when they want us,’ replied Phil.

      ‘Why you been standing out in the rain?’ asked Sperring, looking up.

      Phil looked at his junior officer. Sperring had been stabbed on a case a few months previously and it seemed to have aged him. Not that he would admit it; he had wanted to come back to front-line duties the first opportunity. Phil admired his tenacity.

      ‘Just… waiting,’ he said.

      Sperring studied him, eyes unusually compassionate. About to say something else. Thinking better of it.

      Phil’s coffee arrived. He thanked the barman, put his hand in his pocket.

      ‘On the house,’ the barman said.

      ‘No,’ said Phil, ‘let me pay.’

      ‘Won’t hear of it. Anything I can do to help our boys in blue.’

      The barman loitered in front of them, grinning, hoping to pick up some titbit of information, something he could tell his mates about. Or more likely a reporter.

      ‘Well, thank you,’ said Phil, dismissing the man. Once he was out of earshot, he turned to the other two. ‘Hate it when they do that.’

      ‘What?’ said Sperring. ‘Hang around trying to eavesdrop?’

      ‘No, not let us pay. Like we’re trying to get something for nothing.’

      Sperring shrugged. ‘Precious few perks in our line of work,’ he said. ‘A free cuppa now and again’s neither here nor there.’

      ‘That’s how it starts,’ said Phil. ‘Anyway, who called it in?’

      ‘Uniform,’ said Imani. ‘Got a call from a dog-walker this morning.’

      ‘Not a dogger?’ said Sperring. ‘Get our fair share of those round here.’

      ‘Must be committed to be out in this weather,’ said Imani. ‘Or need committing. No, this dog-walker saw the body in one of the locks. Supposed to be drained. No chance in this weather.’

      ‘Did they give a statement?’ asked Phil.

      Sperring nodded, thought about having a sip of his tea. Thought better of it. ‘Yeah. Don’t think we’ve got much there. Didn’t see anyone else, anyone acting suspiciously, running away. Nothing. Spotted something in the lock. The dog almost went in looking at it. A woman. Mid to late twenties, as far as we can tell. That’s all we know at the moment.’

      Phil nodded. ‘What else do we know about this dog walker?’ he asked.

      ‘Office worker in the city. Little dog, yappy kind, lives in those posh flats over there by the roundabout. Exercising it so it doesn’t crap all over the carpet while she’s out at work. Didn’t seem the kind to be involved.’

      ‘They never do,’ said Phil.

      At that moment his phone rang. Phil jumped, his heart skipping a beat. He took it from his jacket, almost dropping it in his haste to look at the display. He sighed. No, he thought. He put it to his ear, listened, nodded. Ended the call.

      ‘That was Jo,’ he said to the other two. ‘She’s ready when we are.’ He stood up. ‘Come on.’

      The other two did likewise, Sperring not without difficulty.

      Phil felt the wet denim tightening against his legs once more as he moved towards the door. Even worse than when he had entered. The wall of cold air hit him as he stepped outside, but he was chilled from more than the weather. He crossed the road, not looking forward to the sight that was waiting for him.
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      ‘So what have we got?’ asked Phil.

      Jo Howe straightened up, stared down at the body in front of her. The rain high-hatted on the plastic-sheeted roof, a never-ending irritating drum solo, especially inside Phil’s head. ‘Look for yourself,’ she said. ‘Ask Esme. Her department.’ The way she phrased the words told Phil she was glad she didn’t have to deal with that side of things.

      Kneeling beside the body was the pathologist, Esme Russell, arrived while Phil had been over the road. Young, pretty, her hair scraped back into a ponytail, she looked and sounded to Phil more like a debutante at her coming-out party than a professional corpse-prodder at a crime scene.

      ‘Hey, Esme,’ he said. ‘Good to see you.’

      She glanced up at him, nodded, went back to examining the corpse. ‘We’ll have to stop meeting like this. Someone will talk.’ She gestured to the body in front of her. ‘Not this poor creature, though.’

      Phil came over, his paper-wrapped boots already threatening to dissolve, clanking wetly on the raised metal CAP. He knelt down beside Esme, as near as he dared to go to the body. His first instinct, even after all his years as a front-line detective, was to look away. Not out of horror. Perhaps decency. But he knew that wasn’t the correct approach, the professional one. Resurrecting this person as a living, breathing human being would come later. Right now, whoever this had been was, just for a few moments, not as important as who – or what – the body was now. A mass of clues. A way in. The climax to a story that he had to write the beginning to. A whodunnit for him to solve.

      ‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘She didn’t go easily…’

      ‘No,’ said Esme. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got. Female. Perhaps in her twenties, thirties, judging by what’s left of her.’

      Phil studied the body as dispassionately as he could. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘What’s left. Not to mention what the water’s done to her.’

      ‘And the things in the water,’ said Esme. ‘Where exactly was she found?’

      ‘Just outside. In the lock, floating. Someone called us.’

      ‘Good job she was lying face down,’ said Esme, ‘or whoever found her would have lost their breakfast.’

      ‘Can you work out what’s been done to her pre- and post-mortem?’

      ‘Do my best,’ she said. ‘But it’ll take time.’

      Phil nodded in agreement, studied the body. It was difficult to differentiate between what her killer had done to her and what had happened in the water. Difficult but not impossible. He made some preliminary judgements.

      The woman was white, or had been. Death had discoloured her, the water bloated her. Her face looked bruised and purple. Small chunks of flesh were missing, ragged holes all over.

      He pointed to the marks. ‘Rats?’

      ‘And whatever else was in the water with her.’

      Phil shuddered, tried to convince himself it was just the cold and the damp.

      Her legs and arms were cut and scored. He peered closer. Small round patches on her skin.

      ‘What are they?’ he asked Esme.

      ‘Look like burns to me,’ she said examining them. ‘See here, on her thighs and arms. Mostly her inner thighs.’ She looked closely. ‘I’ll run some more tests later, but it looks like they’ve been allowed to scab over then been burned open again. Hard to tell, everything’s so wet.’

      Phil felt his stomach lurch. He swallowed it down, concentrated on the professional, analytical part of his brain.

      ‘So this was done, what? Over time?’

      Esme shrugged. ‘Looks that way.’

      ‘Can you —’

      Esme smiled. ‘I know what you’re going to ask me. And no. I can’t give you a time of death. Not yet. I couldn’t even hazard a guess.’

      ‘Worth a try,’ said Phil.

      Another smile, equally as grim as the first. ‘You should know better than to ask by now.’

      ‘I know.’ He turned his attention back to the body. ‘What d’you think caused those?’

      The other wounds on her arms and legs were deep, straight slices.

      ‘A knife, I would say. Straight blade, sharp. No serrated or jagged edges. Swift cuts. All done with force, and judging by the depth of the wounds – that one cuts right down to the bone –’ she indicated the right arm, ‘there was a degree of emotion behind the thrusts.’

      ‘I can guess what kind of emotion,’ said Phil. ‘And what about that?’

      Finally. He had kept the biggest till last.

      There was something about the body that neither of them had yet mentioned, but it was the one feature they couldn’t ignore. The defining one of the woman’s fatal injuries. The gaping hole in the centre of her body.

      ‘Well,’ said Esme, ‘I’d say her heart’s been removed.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Phil, distracted by the sight. ‘I agree. And it certainly wasn’t the rats.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not unless they were strong enough to crack open her ribs, bend them back and cut the heart out.’

      Esme sat back, exhaled. Phil kept staring at the body, hoping it would give up its secrets. He became aware that Esme was watching him. He turned to her. She smiled.

      ‘Any news?’

      Phil frowned, surprised. ‘How did you…’

      ‘Oh, come on. It’s all over the station. Everyone knows, I’m afraid. Sorry.’

      Phil said nothing.

      ‘How are you?’

      Phil felt another shudder inside him that was definitely nothing to do with the cold or the body. ‘I’ve got my work,’ he said. ‘I’m fine.’

      She straightened up, face just beside his. ‘If you want to…’ She sighed, almost shook her head, but continued. ‘If you’d like a drink one night, or… I don’t know, dinner… just as, you know. Just as friends. Or…’ A shrug. ‘Friends.’

      Phil dredged up a smile. ‘Thank you, Esme, but —’

      ‘Can we come in yet?’

      They both turned. Sperring and Imani were standing at the flap of the tent, getting drenched. The umbrellas they held seemed ineffectual.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Phil, standing up as if he had been caught doing something he shouldn’t. He was aware of Esme moving swiftly away from him. ‘Got caught up. Careful where you stand when you come in.’

      They entered, saw the body.

      ‘Jesus,’ said Sperring, ‘Deep breaths all round.’

      ‘Oh my God…’ Imani screwed her eyes tightly closed.

      ‘Look at it out of the corner of your eye,’ said Sperring. ‘Like stargazing at night. That’s the way you see constellations and that.’

      They all stood in silence, taking in the sight before them.

      ‘Suppose ID’s a bit too straightforward to hope for,’ said Sperring.

      ‘There are a couple of tattoos on the body,’ said Esme, ‘One looks like a name. Perhaps her? Or a child?’

      ‘We’ll check with MisPers,’ said Phil. ‘See if they’ve got anything outstanding that might fit.’

      ‘So,’ said Imani, ‘what kind of person we looking for? The man that did this?’

      ‘You think it’s a man?’ asked Phil. ‘Jumping to conclusions.’

      Imani shrugged. ‘Well… if it is a man, it’s a man who…’ She couldn’t finish.

      Phil kept staring at the body. Nodded. ‘Yeah,’ he said, eyes never moving from that gaping wound. ‘Whoever they are, they certainly hate women.’
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      Janine Gillen took a seat slowly, lowered herself carefully. She failed to quell her shaking as she crossed her legs and placed her hands on the armrests. Then she quickly, jerkily smoothed down the front of her blouse. It was Primark but good. Clean, well looked after. She always liked to look her best coming here. Liked to have something to dress up for, to take pride in her appearance. Even this. She took a couple of deep breaths. Tried to relax, or at least look relaxed. Failed.

      The man in front of her, Keith Bailey, smiled. Janine relaxed slightly, finding the smile comforting.

      ‘Just you this time?’ asked Keith.

      Janine nodded. ‘I… I tried to…’ She snuffled, drew in a ragged breath through her nose. ‘Just me.’

      ‘Okay then.’ Keith nodded, smiled once more. Casually dressed, a soft plaid shirt and chinos, blonde hair nicely styled. Glasses. He had notes on his knee but he didn’t consult them. He was familiar enough with Janine’s story. She had been seeing him for a few weeks now. Mostly on her own, which wasn’t ideal, but… that was the way it went sometimes. Unfortunately.

      ‘So…’ Keith paused, allowed Janine to gather herself before the talking began in earnest. ‘How are things with Terry?’

      Janine sighed. The shaking in her hands began again. ‘The… the same. He…’ She took her hands off the armrests, uncrossed her legs. She hugged her arms close to her body, aware of the increasingly violent trembling in her hands, especially the left one. Always the left one. ‘He…’ She sighed. ‘I… I thought things would get better. After, you know. After he came here.’

      Keith nodded. He had heard these words – or similar ones – before. Too many times.

      ‘But he… he… Well, things were okay for a few days. After, you know. The first time. He was… mindful of things. Of me and the twins. He… would think before he… he did things.’

      Keith nodded, shifted slightly in his seat. ‘And did he ever seek counselling on his own? Contact the therapist I gave him the number of?’

      She shook her head. ‘No. He, he said he would. And I think he meant to, I really do. But he… he didn’t.’

      ‘Right.’ Keith nodded, made a couple of notes on the pad in his lap. ‘Right. And how is he with the twins?’

      The trembling in Janine’s left hand increased. She pushed it tight against her body. ‘He… he started to get angry with them again.’

      Keith leaned forward, professional concern in his eyes. ‘Has he hurt them? Attacked them in any way?’

      She shook her head. ‘No. Not…’ Another shake of the head, more emphatic this time. ‘No.’

      ‘You sure?’

      She nodded, not making eye contact.

      Keith sat back. He had been a marriage counsellor long enough to know when someone was lying to him. And not just lying, covering something up. Something unpleasant. ‘Are you sure, Janine?’

      Still she couldn’t make eye contact.

      ‘Janine?’ Again Keith leaned forward. His voice dropped. ‘Has he hurt the boys?’

      She shook her head. ‘No.’

      Keith sat back, understanding. ‘Has he started hitting you again, Janine?’

      She nodded. And that was when the tears, long dammed, erupted.

       

      Janine Darvill had thought she had found the perfect man when she met Terry Gillen. Tall, dark and handsome, with a glint of the roguish bastard twinkle in his eye. As she eventually found out, it wasn’t just a twinkle. And she wasn’t the only one to fall for it. Unfortunately, she was married and pregnant by then.
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