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  PROLOGUE




  Sweat poured from her brow. Her clothes clung to her as she ran for her life through the ink-black forest. She’d already bumped into several tree trunks while looking over her shoulder for him.




  Why me? Why is he so desperate to kill me?




  She tripped over a half-hidden log and landed in a pile of autumn leaves, but she was up running again within a few seconds. Her life depended on it.




  Stop thinking and just run!




  She could hear him tracking her—the sound of crunching undergrowth getting ever nearer. She had no place to hide. Is that why he brought me here? Of course. The question was: would she ever leave this place alive?




  Another stray branch slashed her cheek, distracting her. As she tumbled over a large fallen tree trunk, her heart almost shuddered to a stop. She tried to get up and continue running but winced as a sharp pain shot up her leg. She looked down at her ankle. It hung at an odd angle. “Fuck! Damn and fuck.”




  The noise of leaves rustling behind her made her turn her head sharply. She didn’t see the flat head of the shovel until it was inches from her face.




  “Run from me would you, bitch?”




  Stars danced through her terrified brain. She tumbled back into the damp undergrowth, but her attacker quickly yanked her upright again and slammed her back against a wide tree. Everything was a daze, except the way he was glaring at her. She felt the rope slither around her torso, then groaned when it tightened, pushing the air out of her burning lungs. “Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered, fear tearing at her vocal chords.




  “You shouldn’t have run. Now I have no choice.”




  “Yes, you do. Everyone has choices.” She tried to reason her way to survival. Right then she would have done just about anything to save her life. “Please, I have money, savings in the bank. Take it. Have it all…‌but please don’t hurt me.” Saltiness from her tears slipped into the corner of her mouth.




  “I don’t want your money. I wanted you.”




  “Then have me. We’ll go away together. You scared me. That’s why I ran. Please, give me another chance. I won’t mess up again. I swear.” Her words forced confusion to travel across his face.




  Is he debating setting me free? “We’ll be good together, once I get to know you properly. It takes me a little while to get used to people. Please give me that chance.”




  The confusion gave way to anger. His eyes creased up until they formed tiny slits in his tanned face, and his lip curled with intent. “If I set you free now, you’ll only run to the police and give me away.”




  “I won’t. I promise. Give me a chance. Give us a chance,” she implored, desperation lacing her words.




  “You had your chance. Nobody makes a fool out of me. Many women have tried before, seen me as some kind of joke, to their cost. I thought you were different, but when it comes down to it, you’re all the same. Full of your own self-importance. Preening yourself to attract us men. Then, when you’ve snared us, you cast us away like a used tampon.”




  She had never thought of herself in that way and really wanted to challenge him. However, she was conscious that would only make matters worse. She turned her head to the side and mumbled an apology.




  His hand shot out and clasped her throat. “What did you say?”




  He had cut off her airway, so she couldn’t speak even if she wanted to. She could feel the air disappearing and felt light-headed as his grip tightened. Her eyes fluttered shut, and her family’s faces filled her oxygen-starved mind. Bye, Mum, Dad, and Cheryl. I’ll never be able to share good news with you all again. Please don’t grieve much for me. Go on with your lives. Never let the bitterness of what he’s about to do to me destroy your lives like he’s destroying mine. I love you all…‌until the end.




  He let go of her throat, and she gulped air as if it were an endangered commodity.




  He held her hand in his, touched it affectionately to his cheek, then looked her in the eye as he crushed her fingers between his. She’d never felt so much pain in her life, and she screamed until her voice dried up.




  “Scream all you want, bitch. No one will hear your desperate cries out here.”




  She sobbed and whispered through dry lips, “Get it over with. Kill me.”




  “Oh, I will. Not yet, I intend to make you suffer first. This is just the beginning of what I have in store for you, bitch.”




  He stood up and towered over her. Her gaze remained focused on the tree stump opposite. She could make out, formed in its bark, her mother’s beautiful smiling face, giving her the courage to be brave. When she looked around, she realised that he’d vanished, leaving her alone and vulnerable to the four-legged creatures of the forest. The sobs came and increased in tempo as she came to the conclusion that even though he hadn’t killed her, it wouldn’t be long before she died a horrible death out there. Alone.




  Lost deep in thought, she neglected to hear his return. She jumped when he taunted her with his vile words.




  “Say your prayers, bitch.” Something glinted in his hand, and her eyes opened wide before the object sank deep into her flesh. “Your life is about to end.”




  She tried to scream, but her voice box proved to be raw and uncooperative. The third time he struck her, she drifted into a welcome unconsciousness. The blackness surrounding her quickly gave way to the brightest light she’d ever witnessed. She moved towards it and breathed a sigh of relief. I’ve arrived…‌He can no longer hurt me.




  CHAPTER ONE




  “Crap! Never again.”




  Ellen Brazil eased her way out of the double bed she had found herself in and glanced down at the stranger she’d obviously spent the night with. Her head felt as though it belonged to someone else. Why had she gone to that damn party? Why had she touched that bowl of punch? Ellen had neither the stomach nor the head to be a heavy drinker. She’d once been tipsy after a schooner of sherry at her aunt’s wedding, during her teens. She glanced at the mirror in the bedroom. Her pale, messy reflection stared back at her, instantly reminding her why she usually left the dreaded drink alone.




  She gingerly stooped down to gather her clothes, then went in search of the bathroom. After throwing cold water over her mascara-stained face, she dressed and tiptoed along the hallway in search of the front door. She had no idea where she was going and somehow ended up back in the bedroom. She eyed the stranger with curiosity for a second or two, wondering if they had done the deed the previous evening. He was lying face down, and from what she could tell, he had a fit body, one that most women would be happy waking up next to in the morning. Unexpectedly, one of his eyes opened.




  “Morning.” He sat up and stretched, showing off his waxed chest and pronounced ribs and giving her a glimpse that he was naked beneath the quilt.




  “Er…‌morning. Sorry, didn’t…‌mean to wake you,” she stuttered, gazing into his chestnut eyes.




  He patted the bed beside him. “Join me for an encore.”




  Crap! So I did do the dirty with him.




  Her cheeks flared, and she shook her head. “Sorry. Which way do I go to get out of here?” She glanced down at her watch and twisted her mouth. “I’m running late for work.”




  He winked at her. “Of course you are. I’ll tell you the way if you promise to give me your number. Last night was fun. I’d like to repeat it someday.”




  Crap and double crap! She opened her handbag and pulled out a business card. Not the way a normal person ended a date, she knew, but it would have to suffice for now. All she wanted to do was get out of there, sharpish.




  He took the card from her grasp and read it with interest. “Missing Persons Hotline. Intriguing. When can I see you again?”




  “I really have to fly. I have an important meeting with a client at nine. Ring me in a few days, and we’ll arrange something, okay?”




  She wasn’t prepared for what he did next, and her mouth flew open. He leapt out of bed, naked, and pulled on a towelling robe that was hooked over the open wardrobe door. He turned to look at her and teased, “I’ve never had that kind of reaction from a girl before.”




  She clamped her mouth shut. “I’m sorry. I really need to go.”




  “This way.” He led her out into the hallway and towards the front door. He held it open and leaned forward, expecting a kiss.




  She pecked him on the cheek and rushed out onto a concrete landing.




  She looked back, and he was laughing. “Are you sure you’ll be all right getting home? I could drive you.”




  “No thanks. I’ll get a taxi.” She rushed down the graffiti-strewn stairwell and out into the estate car park. She wouldn’t usually have been seen dead in an estate so rundown. Shit! How the hell did that happen? Despite the pain in her head, she jogged to the nearest corner, in search of a passing taxi. Almost five minutes passed before she reached a main road, where she managed to locate one. She gave the driver the address to her office unit and sat back. Ellen found herself trying to remember what had happened the previous evening, but she still came up blank. The cab pulled up outside the small unit. She paid the driver and dug into her bag for the keys to the office. She opened the door and closed it behind her.




  “Wow! Look what the cat dragged in. ‘Dragged in’ being the operative word.”




  “Shut up! Don’t even ask. I’m going to grab a shower and get changed. Be a love and make me a coffee, will you?” Ellen asked her amused partner, Brian. She swept between their two desks and out into the small bathroom at the rear.




  Around five minutes later, after braving an extremely tepid shower, she emerged and dried her long red hair with the dryer.




  Brian was sitting at his desk, with his arms folded, waiting for her to fill him in.




  How can I do that when I don’t have a clue what went on last night? “Don’t ask,” she repeated.




  His laughter filled the tiny office and reverberated around her aching head. She opened her desk drawer and pulled out a packet of pain-relief tablets. Knocking two back with her lukewarm coffee, she made a face as the tablets stuck in her throat. She really wasn’t one for popping pills willy-nilly.




  “What’s on the agenda for today then, Brian?”




  “I thought I might tweak the website. It doesn’t seem to be getting that much traffic.”




  “Good idea. I’ll finish updating the paperwork on the recently completed cases.”




  Brian was a computer wizard who handled the administrative side of the business, while Ellen handled the enquiries and investigative side of things. They made a good team. They had met while on the Midlands police force. Both of them had quickly become disillusioned in their roles, frustrated by the direction the force was heading. So they decided to put their heads together and come up with a business that they thought would be in great demand because so many people went missing nowadays, for one reason or another. Ellen wanted to help reunite people with their loved ones or, in some cases, offer closure so that suffering families could get on with their own lives. Hence, the Worcester Missing Persons Hotline was formed.




  The national bureau’s website consisted of thousands of images of individuals, young and old, who were listed as missing. But the National Missing Persons Bureau was usually inundated with cases, which meant it was limited in what it could do. There was the matter of funding, too. Brian and Ellen’s missing persons hotline firm differed in that people were prepared to pay for their professional service. Ellen and Brian occasionally hooked up with members of the national team and shared information. In the two years since WMPH had formed, they had built up an excellent reputation.




  Thankfully, Ellen’s headache wore off halfway through the morning, which was a good job because Brian started cheering that he’d had a eureka moment around about the same time.




  “I’ve cracked it,” he said, spinning round and round in his chair.




  “Stop that. You’re making me bloody dizzy. What have you cracked?”




  Ellen left her desk and walked two steps to stand beside his. He pointed at the computer screen. She wasn’t that interested in computers and had no idea how they translated data. He started bombarding her with details of codes he had entered and lost her as soon as he began. She raised a hand to stop him. “Forget all that crap. Just tell me the end product.”




  “You’re such a dinosaur when it comes down to it, aren’t you?”




  She shrugged and gave him an embarrassed smile. “What can I say? You’ve got your interests, and I’ve got mine.”




  “Yeah, by the looks of things, yours is partying till all hours and coming to work hungover.”




  She clipped him on the head. “Enough Ellen bashing. What have you done? In basic English, if you would?”




  “All right. I’ve tweaked the website, made it more user-friendly and accessible to the general public.”




  “Is that it?” she said disappointedly. “All that excitement for that?”




  The phone on her desk started ringing. Ellen answered it and tried not to smirk at her partner as his jaw dropped open.




  “Worcester Missing Persons Hotline. How can I help?”




  “Er…‌I need help.”




  “That’s what we’re here for, sir, to help. Can I have your name?”




  “Sorry. It’s Will…‌William Endersbe.”




  “Okay, Will. How can we help you today?”




  The man breathed in heavily and then let it out before he answered. “My wife’s gone missing.”




  “Ah, I see. Any possible reason why?”




  “Not that I know of, no. I went away for a week, and when I came back, she’d gone.”




  “I’m sorry to hear that. Did she pack her suitcases and leave?” Ellen heard the phone clatter on the table, then silence. She remained on the line, thinking that the man must have gone to his wife’s wardrobe to check. In her experience, not everyone thought of doing that right away.




  A few minutes later, out of breath, the man lifted the phone again. “No. All her clothes and the suitcase, the spare one, because I had the large one with me on my trip, are still there. Please help me.”




  “We will, sir. Would it be better if we spoke in person? You could come to the office, or I could come out to see you, perhaps?”




  “Would you? I’m afraid to leave the phone in case she calls.”




  “I can understand that. Whereabouts are you?”




  “Out in St. Johns. Do you know it at all?”




  “Yep, I have family over there. It’ll take me twenty minutes or so to get there.”




  “Number five Woolnough Road. That’s brilliant, I’ll see you then.”




  As Ellen hung up, Brian asked, “What’s your gut instinct on this one?”




  She thought over his question for a second or two before rising to her feet. “I’m not sure. He seems genuine enough. I’ll give you a better answer once I’ve met him in person. Hold the fort.”




  “Don’t I always? Have you got some form of self-defence tucked away in your handbag? You know I don’t like you meeting punters in their own home.”




  “Yeah, I’ve got a trick or two tucked away. If I was that unsettled about him, I wouldn’t have suggested going over there. You worry too much.”




  “It’s my job to worry about you,” he retorted, turning down the edges of his mouth and giving her his puppy-dog eyes.




  “No, it’s your job to get that website up and running more efficiently before I start cracking the whip.” She picked up her handbag and jacket off the back of her chair and then headed for the door.




  He snorted and muttered, “Wishful thinking!” He blushed when she turned back and blew him a kiss.




  “See you later. If I’m not back in an hour, you know what to do.”




  “Will do. Stay safe.”




  They had created a code of practice that if she went out on a visit and didn’t contact base within an hour, Brian would alert the police. Theirs was a relatively risky business, after all, and the likelihood of creeps getting in touch with them was pretty high. That was the kind of world they were living in.




  •     •     •




  Ellen pulled her MR5 sports car into the drive of the prospective client’s house—a modest semi-attached on a small estate. She walked past the evergreen box hedging and knocked on the glass front door.




  A man in his mid-twenties, with muscles the size of cannonballs, smiled and motioned for her to step inside without the need for introductions.




  Walking into the lounge, Ellen was stunned by the number of trophies on display in a glass cabinet in an alcove next to the chimney.




  Matter-of-factly, the man explained, “I’m a bodybuilder. I’ve just come back from a competition in the States. I got third place, but it means nothing when I can’t share my success with Donna.”




  Ellen pointed at the sofa. “May I?”




  “Sorry. Sure.”




  He sat in the oversized armchair opposite her. Well, to anyone else, it would have been oversized, but once he was sitting in it, the chair looked as though it would be more at home in a doll’s house.




  Ellen took out a spiral-bound notepad and a pen. She flipped open the pad and started asking questions, gentle ones at first, to help put her client at ease. “How long has it been since you last saw your wife?”




  “Ten days ago. Like I told you on the phone, I just got back from America.”




  “When did you last speak to her, over the phone, I mean?”




  “Before I left for the airport on Friday. She was getting ready to go out with her sister.”




  “I see. I’ll need her sister’s name and address.”




  He rose and crossed the room, then returned with a small address book. Flicking through the pages, he located the address he was looking for and then handed her the open book.




  Ellen jotted down the name, address, and phone number. “Maybe I can call in and see Cheryl on my way back to the office?”




  He sat down again and shook his head. “She’ll be at work until six. She works at the electricity board office in town. I don’t want you turning up there, though,” he added quickly as an afterthought.




  “No problem, I’ll contact her after we’ve both finished work. It makes no difference to me.” She smiled, trying to put him at ease. “So you returned home to find the house empty?”




  “That’s right.”




  “Any signs of forced entry?”




  “No, nothing. You think someone broke in and abducted her?”




  Ellen raised her hand. “Let’s not get carried away just yet. We need to figure out the facts first and then go from there. Did you ring Cheryl? Ask her if anything untoward happened to them while they were out on Friday?”




  “Yeah, she was a bit evasive. Not sure if she was upset or keeping something from me. I didn’t want to push her. I thought I’d leave that job to someone in authority.”




  Intrigue tapped her brain. “Talking of which, may I ask why you haven’t gone to the National Missing Persons Bureau and contacted us instead?”




  “I have, sort of. I registered Donna’s disappearance, but they told me they couldn’t look at individual cases unless I had proof of something happening to her. Also…‌umm…‌I’ve got a police record.”




  Ellen looked up from her notepad. “You have? And what is that exactly.”




  Endersbe fidgeted in his seat for a second or two before clearing his throat to answer, “I did time when I was in my late teens.”




  “For?” Ellen’s stomach clenched warningly, and she glanced around herself, noting an escape route.




  “A GBH charge. I got put away for six months. But I’ve been as good as gold ever since, I promise. Since I met Donna, I’ve calmed down a lot. I wouldn’t jeopardise all that.” He pointed at the trophies in the cabinet. “I channel any anger that I once had into achieving my goal of being the world’s best bodybuilder.”




  “I see. Looks like it’s working.”




  “It is. Donna’s the proudest wife ever. I know she wouldn’t walk out on me. I know deep down that something is seriously wrong.”




  “I’ll do my best to help find her. If you can give me a list of friends and relatives, I can make a start straight away. The first few hours of someone going missing are the most important. Although, if she’s been missing for over forty-eight hours already, we’re going to be up against it before we even start.”




  “I’m sorry for the delay in getting in touch with you. I spent most of my weekend out searching, places we go together, you know. Honestly, you have to believe me when I say there is no reason I know of why Donna should just take off. Especially as she hasn’t taken any clothes with her.”




  Experience told Ellen that sometimes, people did exactly that. She probed further. “Did your wife have any debts? Or any medical problems that you know of?”




  “No, nothing. We live debt free. Only go on holidays when we’ve saved up enough money. We never use credit cards unless we can pay them off in full at the end of each month. As for her health, she’s really healthy, a bit of a health freak, like me. She often comes down to the gym with me.”




  “Would you mind if I took a look at her latest credit card and bank statements? You needn’t show me if you’d rather not, but it might help me form a picture if I know some of her spending habits.” She’d had several cases where women had spent excessive amounts of money on clothes, handbags, or shoes and run up huge credit card debts. And rather than face the debts, they had just disappeared and started up new lives, often with new men.




  Endersbe got up from the chair again and, this time, left the room. She heard his heavy footsteps go upstairs and move across the room above. With him out of the way, Ellen took the opportunity to nose around the living room. On the walls and the mantelpiece sat plenty of happy pictures of the couple. Looking deep into the blonde woman’s bright-green eyes, Ellen didn’t see any sign of unhappiness lingering there. She had already noted the sadness dwelling in Will’s eyes. No one could fake that. She replaced the silver-framed picture in its spot just as her client came back into the room. He was carrying a filing case. He sat in his seat again, and Ellen did the same, watching him go through the organised filing system.




  After a while, he pulled out some Visa card statements and Lloyds bank statements, then handed them to her. She quickly scanned the sheets and shook her head. “Nothing out of place here that I can see. Has your wife mentioned a new work colleague at all?”




  “No. They’re on a tight budget this year, not recruiting any extra staff.”




  “Okay, here’s where we go from here. If you decide to hire us, we’ll visit everyone on your contact list and see what comes from that. Here’s our rates.”




  He took the sheet of headed notepaper from her, and without even glancing at the list, he held out his hand for her to shake on the deal. “I don’t care what it costs, Ms. Brazil. If you think you can find my wife, you’re hired.”




  They shook hands, then spent the next ten minutes going over a proposed schedule. Ellen was surprised when he insisted that she should take the address book with her and work from that. No one had ever done that before. It made her see him in a different light—she trusted him.




  Ellen left the house and rang Brian at the office the minute she got back in the car.




  “You had five minutes left. That was a long meeting, how did it go?”




  “I’ve taken on the case. He seems genuine enough. He’s been in trouble with the police before so is unable to go down the usual route. I like him. I’m on my way back now. See you soon.”




  She hung up and then took the scenic route back to the office, past the cricket ground and over the river near the cathedral. She used the time to think.




  When she arrived, Brian made her a coffee. Then, using the address book Will had given her, they compiled a list of people to interview. Cheryl, Donna’s sister, would be at the top of that list at six-thirty that evening.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Ellen headed to the other side of town, towards Norton, to meet Donna’s sister. The house was tucked away down a country lane and sat alongside three other houses surrounded by green fields. In the darkness, Ellen could just make out the shapes and odd patches of white belonging to the dozens of resident cows.




  Cheryl was waiting on the doorstep when Ellen got out of the car.




  “It’s a bit fresh this evening,” Ellen said, trying to put the woman at ease.




  Cheryl smiled slightly, welcomed her into the warm house, and led her into the kitchen. “Mind if I get on with preparing dinner? Hubby is like a bear with a sore head if he doesn’t get fed on time.”




  “Carry on.”




  Ellen sat down at the kitchen table and watched Cheryl peel, chop, and dice the vegetables that would accompany the lamb chops she had already placed in the oven.




  “First of all, I’m truly sorry about your sister’s disappearance. I want to assure you that my partner and I will do everything in our power to get her back. If she wants to come home, that is.”




  Cheryl stopped chopping the carrot and turned sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?” She swept her blonde fringe out of her eyes with the back of her hand.




  “In my experience, some people choose not to return to the lives they had and wish to remain distant from their families.”




  “Not Donna.” Cheryl’s response was emphatic. “She loves us. We’re all very close. She wouldn’t choose to stay away from us.”




  “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to alarm you. What can you tell me about your last meeting with Donna? I believe you were the last person to see her before she went missing. Is that right?”




  “It’s okay. I realise you have to keep an open mind about people, but Donna isn’t like other people you deal with.”




  There wasn’t really a defined model of person who went missing, not in Ellen’s book.




  “I have to correct your assumption there. We deal with all sorts of people. You’d be amazed about some of the reasons people just decide to take off. Can you tell me about that night?” Her last words were said in a gentle tone. She really didn’t want to cause the woman anymore anguish than she was already going through.




  “We went to Gypsy’s nightclub, like we usually do on Fridays. Everything was fine until halfway through the evening.”




  “Oh, what happened?”




  “Donna kept shivering. I mean visibly trembling I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Gypsy’s, but that place gets hot really quickly. So to see my sister shuddering like that was kind of unnerving. When I asked her what was wrong, she told me she felt like someone had just walked over…‌her grave.” Cheryl stumbled over her final words and wiped away a stray tear.




  “Did she go into detail why she felt like that?”




  “No. Although, I took a quick look around and saw this weird bloke watching us. I asked if she knew him, and Donna just shrugged. Then she dragged me out onto the dance floor. I didn’t think anything more about it after that.”




  “Did you get a good look at this guy? Could you pick him out in a line-up, perhaps?”




  “He was in a darkened alcove and sank back into it when I looked his way. Having thought about nothing else over the past two days, I think Donna knew this man. How or from where, I have no idea. I wish I had.”




  “Can you give me any clues at all to go on, his height, build, the colour of his hair, anything?”




  “All I can tell you is that he was stocky.”




  “Bulky like your brother-in-law?”




  “Come to think of it, yes. But it wasn’t Will. I know it wasn’t.”




  “I’m not saying it was. He was in America anyway, wasn’t he?”




  Cheryl tutted, annoyed with herself. “Yes, of course he was. My mind is all over the place at the moment. I’m scared about what Donna is going through.”




  “No need to apologise. I completely understand. So are you sure this guy wasn’t outside when you left? Hanging around on a corner or something?”




  “If he was, I didn’t see him.” She went quiet for a second or two. “But by then, we were a little worse for wear.”




  Ellen nodded her understanding. “How did you get home that evening?”




  “We got a taxi from the rank up the road from the club. The driver dropped me off first, and then—oh my God!”




  “What? Have you remembered something?”




  “The taxi driver. I should never have let Donna go home alone like that.”




  “The taxi driver? I’m not following you.” Ellen frowned and stopped taking notes.




  “What if he abducted her? Saw that she was drunk and took advantage of her?” Cheryl went out into the hallway. She returned with a business card in her hand.




  Ellen took the card from her. “I’ll make this my next call. I’m sure the taxi driver will come back clean, but I’ll check him out all the same.”




  The local press had reported a recent spate of women accusing taxi drivers of touching them up. So Ellen was keen to get to the taxi firm’s office to ask some questions. First, she needed to wind things up here with Cheryl. “Anything else you can think of? Anything strange occurred in the past few months that could trigger Donna wanting to get away? Was she stressed about anything? Work or the fact that Will goes away?”




  “No. We told each other everything. If she was in the slightest bit of trouble or worried about anything, she would have mentioned it.”




  Hmm…‌and yet Donna never mentioned to you about the bloke causing her to shudder! “Damn, I forgot to ask Will what type of job he did.”




  “He’s a long-distance lorry driver.”




  “With a local firm?”




  “Yes, Scott’s Haulage. Quite a small business. They’re just starting out.”




  “Has he always been a lorry driver?”




  “That’s right. He used to work for an export firm before that. I can’t remember the name offhand—oh, wait a minute—Locke’s Exports I believe it was.”




  “That’s really helpful, Cheryl. I’ve got enough information here to be getting on with for a few days. Try not to worry too much. I’ll do what I can to track your sister down.”




  “Thank you. I know Will is employing you, but do you think you could keep me informed with what you find out also? I’m worried sick about her.”




  “Sure.” Ellen packed her pad and pen into her bag and stood up. “If you think of anything else, anything at all, ring me day or night. Okay?”




  At the front door, Ellen gave Cheryl a business card and waved farewell.




  Tiredness was quickly creeping up on her, but she had one more place to visit before heading home. Rain had started to spatter the windscreen, and when she turned on the wipers, they had a strange hypnotic effect on her as she drove through the narrow lanes on the way back into town. Her concentration snapped back into focus when the car nearly ended up in a hedge. “Hey, concentrate, you,” she reprimanded herself. She had reached the edge of town and wasn’t far from the taxi firm.




  Entering Taxi4Hire’s office, Ellen had to fight through the blanket of smoke saturating the tiny room to get to the rotund man sitting behind the desk.




  “Where do you want to go to, love?”




  “Sorry, I’m not here for a cab. I wondered if I could speak to one of your drivers, if that’s possible?”




  “Which one? Copper, are you?” He stopped slouching and sat up straight.




  “No, I’m not the police. I run a missing persons hotline. One of your drivers dropped a lady off last Friday, and she hasn’t been seen since.”




  The rotund man was quick to respond. “What are you suggesting? That my guy had something to do with her disappearance?”




  Ellen stayed quiet intentionally for a moment or two, then shook her head. “I’m not saying that in the least, but I need to talk to him, all the same. If you’re not willing to help, I have a contact in the force who’d be interested in what I found out.”




  “I don’t want any trouble, lady. We run a clean firm. Any dodgy goings on, and the guys know I wouldn’t hesitate in giving them the boot. Who are you after?”




  Ellen gave him the time and location of the pick-up and drop-offs and waited patiently as he searched through the Friday-night dockets that had been filed away in a shoebox.




  “Ah, here it is. Car Nine picked the ladies up. Hold on a minute. He’s on duty now. Base to Car Nine?”




  The radio crackled, and static, along with a man’s voice, filled the room. “Car Nine here. What’s up, Den?”




  “After your next fare, call into the office, will you? There’s someone here to see you.”




  “Just dropping off now. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Who is it?”




  “You’ll find out when you get here. Make it snappy, mate.”




  “Will do.” The man’s voice sounded unsure come the end.




  Ellen sat down in one of the plastic chairs and glanced up at the TV on the wall. Bloody soaps! What the heck anybody sees in them is beyond me. She reached for the evening paper from the small table and was engrossed in the headline story about objections to a new housing estate on the outskirts of Worcester when a bearded man came marching through the front door. She noticed the troubled look that travelled between the two men and stood up. The man on control introduced her to the driver. “This is Stan, the driver you were after.”




  “Nice to meet you, Stan. I’m Ellen Brazil from the Worcester Missing Persons Hotline.”




  The man frowned, then threw himself into the chair Ellen had just vacated. “What can I do for you?”




  “Last Friday, you picked up a couple of ladies around one in the morning. I suppose you’d class that as Saturday, to be fair. One lived out at Norton. The other—”




  “Over at St. John’s. That’s right. What about it?” He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket and looked at her through narrowed eyes.
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