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PROLOGUE


His hand on her shoulder made her go rigid. Her scalp tightened as each individual hair stood to attention and goose pimples covered her skin. He forced her down, his eyes slate grey and empty, his voice no more than a chilling whisper . . .


‘Lie still and shut the fuck up.’


Sarah lashed out, her fist freezing in mid-air when he placed the point of a blade at her neck. A sob escaped from her mouth and urine seeped from her body as he fingered the buckle of his belt, using his knee to force her legs apart. She blocked him out with thoughts of her father waiting at home. Sitting in their cosy front room, a fresh pot of tea on the wood-burning stove, two mugs warming beside it – her mother already tucked up safe in bed.


Her attacker’s rage grew as he sensed she’d gone to another place. He punched her full in the face. Warm blood began pooling in her mouth from loose teeth.


Hands.


His hands; rough between her legs.


Hands; groping, hurting, touching where no hands had been before.


A droplet of sweat fell from his chin on to her lip as he forced his way into her.


Sarah felt ashamed. She’d received her First Holy Communion in this church in front of proud parents. She turned her head away, praying for deliverance. She could just make out an open door . . .


Where was Father Simon?


Why didn’t he come?


The man stopped what he was doing and stood up. For a fleeting second, Sarah thought her ordeal was over. It wasn’t. He stamped on her chest with the heel of his boot. Rib bones collapsed and breathing became difficult. Sarah felt cold and limp, but surprisingly little pain. She floated outside herself, her body jerking with every blow.


Would her father still be waiting with tea and a hug?


In an act of self-preservation, Sarah curled up into a foetus-like ball and counted the remaining seconds of her short life.


An incident room, frozen in time, littered with the remnants of an impromptu party. Streamers hung untidily from the harsh tube lighting above Detective Chief Inspector Kate Daniels’ head, and a blow-up Santa lay slumped, as if drunk, across the statement reader’s desk. Someone had left a pair of flashing reindeer antlers on a medical skeleton that sat upright in the Super’s chair, its fixed jaw mocking her from across the room. She poked out her tongue and it collapsed in a heap, making her jump.


Feeling a little foolish, Kate relaxed back in her chair wondering how many lives would be lost in the so-called season of goodwill. Try as she might to push away that sombre thought, it stuck with her, drawing her back to the jumbled pile of bones on the floor – a grim reminder of the task she’d been dreading all day. She took in a clock on the wall. Nine thirty. If she left now, she’d still make it to St Camillus to light that candle.


Outside, winter had finally arrived. A snow shower looked set to turn worse as Kate ran to her car, got in and turned on the radio. A traffic report warned of chaos on the roads – worse inland than at the coast – which wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She took a short cut along the river road, heading west, and cut up on to the A69 from the Scotswood Bridge.


But for necessity, she would have driven straight home. The normally busy dual carriageway was almost at a standstill, a steady stream of tail lights stretching for miles along the Tyne Valley with only one lane passable. Drivers up ahead were using too much acceleration for the road conditions, their vehicles fishtailing along in protest. Kate knew it was madness to continue but ploughed on regardless, grateful for the Toyota’s four-wheel drive. The rest of her journey was a blur, the level-headed detective in her drowned out by the dutiful daughter and thoughts of a mother taken long before her time – before either of them was ready to say goodbye.


An hour or so later, she made it to St Camillus, got out and locked the car, taking a moment to admire the village tree – a huge Norwegian Spruce decorated and paid for by the Corbridge Village Trust. Across the marketplace, a couple she knew were leaving the pub, their breath clearly visible in the cold night air. She watched them walk off arm in arm along a terrace of stone and slate cottages, past a row of pretty, festive trees. Their carol singing and laughter echoed in her head long after they were gone . . .


It was like an icebox inside the church. Kate shut out the blizzard with the heavy oak door, conscious of an impossible journey home. She slid a gloved hand into her coat pocket, removed the candle from its cellophane wrapper and lit it. Taking a deep breath, she set off down the southern aisle, determined not to pray. It was then that she saw the girl’s body, lying across the altar like a macabre sacrifice, her huge eyes staring intently at the high, vaulted ceiling.


Kate took a step backwards. The lit candle fell from her hand and rolled across the stone-flagged floor. Sickened by images of blood and mangled flesh, for the first time in her entire life she felt very afraid. She stood perfectly still, taking stock, waiting for her professional training to kick in. It took every effort to stay focused, but she knew how crucial a witness she would be to a subsequent investigation. At the point of discovery, subconsciously or otherwise, witnesses take in an abundance of detail . . . temperature, atmosphere, sight and sound.


The flickering candle sent shadows across the walls. Kate kept her nerve, resisting a growing temptation to run for her life. Her eyes scanned every dark corner, observing and fixing impressions in her mind. Inclining her head, she listened with her best ear. Nothing. All she heard were words of advice from years back, tips on self-defence she’d hoped never to put into practice.


Then she saw him . . .


Father Simon lay where he had fallen, a pool of blood seeping from his chest, a prayer card and crucifix held tightly in his hand. There was something accusing about the dead priest that made Kate feel guilty. Being a murder detective was her dream job – what else could deliver that adrenalin rush? – but now she saw murder for what it was: cruel, brutal, nauseating, the more so when it was personal.


If only she’d got there sooner.
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Kate managed to drag herself from sleep, turn on the light and find the phone. On the other end of the line, Pete Brooks had a bad case of verbal diarrhoea. He was talking faster than she could scribble down notes on a pad.


‘Slow down, Pete . . .’ she said, ‘you’re way ahead of me.’


‘Give over. This is Britain’s party capital, remember? I’ve got a queue of calls a mile long. The whole world wants to talk to me tonight. Except the poor bastard you’re off to see. He’s past caring.’


As Brooks filled her in on what he knew, Kate put him on speakerphone and leapt out of bed in a room ready for call-out at a moment’s notice: a suit of clean clothes hung from the wardrobe, matching shoes and briefcase beneath, next to a fully charged mobile phone and car keys. Her watch read one twenty-eight. She’d been asleep less than two hours, having spent a long day on her regular duties, then three hours teaching cognitive interviewing to rookie detectives on the CID training course. It was a skill well worth cultivating – a technique proven to enhance eyewitness recall by up to forty-five per cent – a subject so well received she’d been invited to eat with the group afterwards to carry on discussions down at the pub. Despite her best efforts to avoid it, she’d been late getting home.


‘You got an address?’ she asked.


‘Number 24 Court Mews. Drop down to the Quayside on Dean Street, go east along the river for about half a mile. You can’t miss it.’


‘Who’s the SIO?’ Kate hoped for someone decent; not a detective with less experience than she had – someone recently promoted because his face happened to fit.


‘You are. This isn’t Night Owls calling.’


‘Very funny. Where’s Bright?’


‘Busy with another victim in the west end . . .’ Brooks raised his voice above others in the control room. ‘Nasty one too, by all accounts, so it looks like you’re on your own.’


‘You’re kidding?’


‘No, I’m deadly serious.’


Kate punched the air. Some would say it was her lucky day, though in reality luck had little to do with it. Her first crack at Senior Investigating Officer had been a long time coming but finally it was here. Just thinking about it put a smile on her face.


‘Who do you want out?’ Brooks said, interrupting her private celebration.


‘DS Gormley.’


‘Ask a stupid question. You want to be careful, ma’am – people will talk.’


‘You don’t say?’ Kate had a wry smile to herself. ‘And you’ve been nicknamed The Font by accident, I suppose?’


‘Ouch! You really know how to hurt people.’


‘Speak to you later, Pete. I’ve got to go.’


She hung up. Eight minutes later, she was on her way . . .


The road was unusually busy as she headed across town hoping Brooks had made the call. He had. As she turned the corner, she saw her DS sitting on his garden wall. Hank Gormley stood up as he heard her car approaching. He binned his cigarette, grinding it out on the pavement with his foot. Kate stopped at the kerb just long enough for him to dive into the passenger seat, then did a quick U-turn and put her foot down heading for Newcastle city centre.


Hank settled back in his seat. ‘What’s the mutter from the gutter?’


Negotiating a right-hand bend, Kate told him what little she knew. Details were sketchy. The key-holder from Salieri’s, a popular Italian restaurant, had reported the shooting. He’d been about to lock up for the night when a woman ran in screaming blue murder. Hank listened to every word and didn’t interrupt. It was his patience and good nature she appreciated most about him.


As they neared the city, she engaged the blue flashing light on her unmarked police car and took a short cut, driving the wrong way up a one-way street. The strategy backfired as traffic ground to halt in a haphazard line in front of St Mary’s Cathedral. Drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, Kate stared blankly through the window at the building. Its impressive architecture was lost on her. She was somewhere else entirely, suffocating in thoughts of death, priests, and one church in particular.


Hank followed her gaze. ‘You’ve probably got time for three Hail Marys . . .’ His joke went down like a lead balloon. ‘What’s up? You’re a good Catholic girl, aren’t you?’


‘Was, Hank . . . not any more,’ Kate said, jabbing her horn at the driver in front, who refused to shift out of her way.


Realizing he’d said the wrong thing, Hank tried to make amends. ‘Listen, what happened at St Camillus would shake anybody’s faith.’


‘Don’t even go there, Hank; it has nothing to do with that!’


‘If you say so.’


‘I know so . . .’ She edged forward, nudging the bumper of the car in front. ‘Let’s just say, I haven’t been to church since my mother died and leave it at that, shall we?’


‘But you did go back . . . after that.’


‘To St Camillus?’ An image of two dead bodies flashed across Kate’s mind. Their discovery had affected her deeply, occupying every working day since, keeping her awake at night. ‘Yeah, and look where it got me.’


Hank said nothing as she moved forward in the line, troubled, but in no mood to elaborate. She blasted her horn again, keeping it depressed until the car in front mounted the pavement. She was angry . . . though not necessarily with the driver. That didn’t stop her glowering in his direction as she drove by.


The Quayside was buzzing with energy. On the south side of the river, the Sage music centre sat like a giant silver bubble gleaming in the moonlight. To the left of it, the Gateshead Millennium Bridge offered the best view of the celebrations. On the north quay, there were scores of people milling about, more than usual for the time of night: a few drunks, the odd worker off the late shift making their way home, but mostly just people having a good time.


‘They got no homes to go to?’ Hank asked.


‘Stragglers from Guy Fawkes, I suppose,’ Kate offered vaguely.


‘Well, I wish they’d move. We’ve a gunpowder plot of our own to attend to.’


Kate inched forward, frustrated with the lack of progress she was making. Tail lights up ahead were another reminder of the previous Christmas Eve – though on that night it was winter weather, not crowds, obstructing her journey.


Five minutes later, she glanced sideways. Hank was hanging like a bat from his seat belt, catching up on lost sleep. She could see the steady rise and fall of his chest, hear his breathing changing gear as he sank deeper and deeper into unconsciousness. He snorted loudly. Sensing her interest, he opened his eyes, then shut them again when he realized they were stationary with still a way to go.


Kate tried in vain to drag her thoughts away from St Camillus. But the memory was so vivid she brushed the side of her face expecting to feel wet tears streaming silently down her cheeks, hot and salty as they crept into her mouth. She flinched as a firework exploded on the bonnet of the car. It ricocheted off into the night, transporting her back to the church, to a lit candle on a stone-flagged floor.


‘I’ll make the bastard pay.’


‘What did you just say?’


She didn’t know he’d woken, was too busy trying to shake off the image of Sarah Short’s funeral. The poor girl had been buried at St Camillus less than three weeks from taking her last agonizing breath. The church was packed. Hundreds of mourners had come to pay their respects, outraged and saddened by the senseless act of violence that had brought about her death. The case had touched the nation from the outset, was reported widely in the press, repeated on every news bulletin, discussed by young and old, in every home, workplace, school and university. The worst of it was, the killer was still out there. And Kate found that impossible to live with.


‘Nothing,’ she said finally. ‘Just thinking out loud.’


They were approaching a block of executive apartments in a renovated seventeenth-century warehouse. A young officer in the street saw her coming and sprang into action, lifting cones, directing her into a parking space. He seemed to be having difficulty controlling a group of drunken females at the main entrance, a well-dressed crowd wearing little but smiles and goose pimples – including a much older woman trying her best to keep up appearances.


Kate got out of the car, telling him to get rid of rent-a-crowd.


He flushed up. ‘Yes. Ma’am.’


The older woman grinned. ‘Who does she think she is, fucking Juliet Bravo?’


One of her mates pulled a face. ‘Juliet who?’


The detectives stifled a laugh as the young officer tried to prevent the older woman from giving him something, finally managing to penetrate his trouser pocket.


‘My mobile number,’ she said. ‘Call me when your marm’s not around.’


The foyer of Court Mews was a little pretentious for Kate’s liking. She took a cursory look around, finding nothing out of the ordinary. As the lift doors slid open, she moved forward with Hank hot on her heels. She turned, lifted her hand to his chest and pointed to the stairwell door. He headed off . . .


Moments later, Kate left the lift on the fourth floor. A female officer standing guard outside number 24 greeted her. The scene was secured with thick tape: Police Crime Scene Do Not Enter. Before Kate had a chance to introduce herself, Hank arrived through a set of double doors. He bent double with his hands on his knees, taking a moment to get his breath back.


‘I’ve got to get back in the gym,’ he said.


Kate smiled at the uniformed officer. ‘He’s being ironic. It makes our grim task a bit more bearable. He hasn’t seen the inside of a gymnasium since leaving junior school.’ Then, to Hank: ‘Find anything?’


‘Negative . . . but it was different, I’ll give you that.’


‘In what way?’


‘No hypodermics, no used condoms . . . no stink of piss. Hardly our usual murder scene, is it?’ He looked at his watch and then at the WPC. ‘Time our visit please. This is DCI Daniels and I’m DS Gormley. Where’s the body?’


‘Second door on the right as you go in, Sarge.’


‘Who found him?’ Kate asked.


‘His wife, Monica Stephens.’


‘Where is she now?’


‘Hospital, ma’am.’


Kate thanked her and led Hank by the arm into the apartment, checking the door frame for signs of a forced entry. It was clean. They walked on along a wide hallway, peering into the rooms on either side. Each one appeared to be immaculate; a place for everything and everything in its place, as far as they could tell – until they reached the lounge.


The room was cold and uninviting. Kate didn’t care much for the decor: barring the blood on the walls, everything in the room was white. Surreal was the word that sprang to mind. It was more like a chilling art exhibit than someone’s private living space. It was as if an artist had deliberately splashed red paint across a white canvas for others to appreciate, placing the corpse of a white male carefully at its centre for effect.


In a London gallery it would probably win a prize.


‘I think we can safely assume he’s dead,’ Kate said. ‘Call out the troops and contact Area Command. Tell them to start the house-to-house immediately. I want a mobile incident caravan too. The whole nine yards, if you can get it.’


Hank made the call, then crouched down beside the body to get a closer look. The dead man was dressed in a dinner suit; his clothing intact, apart from a missing bow tie. A bullet wound had caused enormous trauma to one side of his skull.


‘Bet that smarted a bit . . .’ he said. ‘He must really have upset someone, given that it’s not a robbery.’


‘What makes you say that?’


Hank looked up. ‘His wallet’s on the table by the door.’


Kate knelt down beside him. But she didn’t stay there long. Although she’d seen death in all its grisly forms, for the second time in under a year she suddenly recoiled from a body. It was like this with Sarah Short and now – almost twelve months later – it was happening all over again.


Her actions telegraphed alarm to Hank, who couldn’t fathom what he’d missed. His eyes shifted to a photograph she was staring at. He gave her a moment to compose herself, curiosity getting the better of him.


With her DS breathing down her neck, Kate moved to the table near the door. She took out a pen and used it to open up the wallet. Inside was a driver’s licence and money – lots of it.


Hank read over her shoulder. ‘Alan James Stephens. D’you know him?’


‘Trick of the light.’ She held up her glasses. ‘If I wore these more often, maybe I’d see a whole lot better.’


Hank eyed her warily and chose to leave it alone.
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Jo Soulsby looked down at her feet, hoping the two young women hurrying towards the northern exit of Exhibition Park hadn’t noticed her. Her tearful eyes lifted as they continued on their way, whispering conspiratorially as young women do. Then suddenly, their pace slowed. One of the women glanced back over her shoulder. Jo turned her back, hoping they’d take the hint. The sound of footsteps approaching made her realize they hadn’t. She felt a hand touching her arm gently.


‘Do you need help?’


Jo shook her head. The comment had come from the taller of the two women who then looked at her friend for inspiration. The shorter woman shrugged, nodding towards the exit gate, a heavy hint that she wanted to leave. Jo wished they would do just that.


The tall woman persisted. ‘Shall I call the police?’


‘No!’


‘A doctor then?’


Jo didn’t answer.


‘Well, you can’t stay here. It’s not safe!’


Jo felt a twinge of guilt. Both women were now searching the darkness apprehensively, peering at shadows that didn’t exist. She could see from their eyes that they were terrified.


‘Look, it’s not your problem . . .’ she said. ‘Just go!’


‘We’re not leaving you,’ one of them said bravely.


Jo had been sitting in the park, alone and exhausted, for the best part of an hour. Numb. Unable to think, let alone make a decision. Now she had these two to worry about as well. As bad as she undoubtedly felt, she couldn’t justify putting them at risk. Hauling herself from the bench, she moved unsteadily toward the perimeter fence, followed by her knights in shining armour.


Almost immediately, a taxi pulled to the kerb.


‘You first . . .’ Jo opened the cab door. It was an order, not a request. ‘And thanks.’


The women hesitated before getting in. Jo then slammed the door shut before they could change their minds. As she waved them off, two pairs of eyes stared back at her through the rear window.


As the cab vanished into the night, a second taxi pulled up. Jo gave her address and got in. It sped off too, merging with other traffic, taking a slip road on to the motorway. She relaxed back in her seat and shut her eyes, relieved to be going home. Her attempt to snatch a little peace and quiet was short-lived, as the driver – reacting too slowly to a changing traffic light – accelerated sharply, then hit the brakes.


‘Sorry!’ he said. ‘You OK in the back?’


Jo ignored his apology and his question. Her attention was on two marked police cars, travelling at high speed in the opposite direction with sirens blaring. As she watched them disappear, the driver studied her through his rear-view mirror. She shifted her position to avoid his prying eyes.


Five minutes later, the cab turned left into a smart Victorian terrace and stopped. The driver remained in his cab as Jo got out and slammed the door. She opened the gate to number 45 and was halfway up the path when a voice suddenly boomed out from behind her.


‘Oi!’


When Jo looked back, the driver was on the pavement advancing towards her – his engine still ticking. As he reached out his hand, she stepped away from him.


‘That’ll be a tenner,’ he said, rubbing together forefinger and thumb.


Jo fumbled in her coat pocket for the fare as the driver looked her up and down. His smug expression disappeared when he didn’t receive a tip. He grabbed her ten-pound note, shoving it deep into his pocket as he walked away.


‘You’re welcome,’ he mumbled sarcastically, got in his cab and drove off.


The house was cold and still inside. Jo stood a moment with her back to the door before setting off down the hall, stopping dead in her tracks on seeing her reflection in a full-length mirror at the far end. She looked a sorry state: her tights badly ripped and splashed with mud, her eyes bloodshot and puffy, her cheeks stained where her mascara had run.


She walked on into her drawing room, slipped off her coat and threw it over the back of a sofa. If anyone cared to look, they couldn’t fail to notice her keen eye for detail and for colour in this room: each piece of furniture hand-picked to complement the rest. In another life, she’d often thought, she might have been an artist.


Another life? If only that were possible . . .


Jo picked up a treasured photograph from the mantelpiece, longing to hear the voice of either of her sons. Glancing at her watch, she buried that thought and put the photograph back. Instead of reaching for the telephone, she reached for the next best thing. It wasn’t the first time she’d sought comfort from a bottle; she doubted it would be the last. She poured herself a whisky, downed the shot in one and thought of the girls in the park with their offers to call the authorities. The last thing she needed was the police poking their noses in.


They were next to useless last time . . .
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The sun was low in the sky, the morning rush hour in full flow. Traffic was backed up in all directions on the busy street below. Kate was preoccupied with her thoughts, gazing down through a grubby window. It had been one of those nights. She had a feeling that the coming day could be worse . . . a lot worse.


On their journey back from the crime scene, Hank had given her space to think. He’d asked no questions, though she suspected he had many on his mind. By the time they reached the station, she’d decided to declare a conflict of interest and withdraw from the case. Then, at four in the morning, Detective Superintendent Bright had called her and put paid to that.


‘You’ll be acting Senior Investigating Officer throughout this enquiry Kate. It’s your chance to shine. There’s not another DCI on the force deserves it more. I know you’ll do a good job.’


His words and his endorsement should have been music to her ears, had it not been for one small matter: Kate had prior knowledge of the victim, and that was against the rules. It wasn’t that she was too gutless to tell him the truth, more a case of shielding someone with a grudge against Stephens. Question was: was it a big enough grudge to push a reasonable person over the edge?


If Bright had been taken back by her hesitation, he didn’t let on. He ended the call abruptly, as though he had far more important things to do. Kate wondered if perhaps he’d agree to swap cases. She immediately called Brooks in the control room for some background information. What he told her had made her sick to the stomach . . .


In the early hours, a missing boy had been found strangled to death, dumped in a council skip like a piece of garbage. Bright had vowed to find those responsible. There was no way he would trade. It wasn’t just a matter of continuity, it was the human angle too. Every detective she’d ever known took it personally where children were involved. The Super would want to nail the bastard himself – and rightly so.


The decision facing Kate was simple: come clean with her boss or put an exemplary career at risk. It was a tough call; she’d always taken great care to keep her personal and professional life separate, gone to great lengths to further her ambition in the force. She was about to encounter what Hank would call ‘the buggeration factor’. Why now, when things had been going so well for her, was it all going horribly wrong?


People hurried about their business in the street below, unaware they were being watched. At a bus stop, strangers queued, hands in pockets. A couple of women sheltered in a nearby doorway. In the next one down a vagrant held out a bowl to a female passer-by. She threw in loose change and walked on. The young man ahead of her lost his baseball cap. It whipped high into the air, eventually coming to rest in the middle of a busy junction. He dashed into the road after it, taking his life in his hands, expertly avoiding a passing bus. On its side, a political advertisement spelt out the words: THE CHOICE IS YOURS.


That was an understatement if ever she saw one.


Kate pulled the cord on the vertical blinds, deflecting the sun’s glare. Turning from the window, she lifted her briefcase off the floor where she’d dumped it during the night, preferring to work in the incident room when no one else was around, rather than the tiny office she’d been allocated by some faceless civilian who clearly didn’t understand, much less care, about her needs. She took out her mobile and punched numbers into the keypad. When no one answered she flipped its cover closed and threw it back in her bag.


The makeshift incident room was old-fashioned and untidy, with peeling paint, tatty office furniture and little room to swing a cat. Not only was it too small, but it was located in a part of City Central police station already earmarked for renovation. Officers from the Murder Investigation Team (MIT) were hooking computer screens together with miles of wires, enough to send the Health and Safety manager into a rage. Screens came to life with the force logo as staff arrived in dribs and drabs. Hank was writing the name ALAN STEPHENS on the dry white marker board, an ancient piece of kit not remotely like the electronic murder wall in the Major Incident Suite situated on the floor above. He looked old standing next to fresh-faced DC Lisa Carmichael who was new to MIT and eager to make a good impression.


‘You’ve no idea how long I’ve waited for this, Sarge . . .’ Carmichael said. ‘I’m so excited.’


He bristled. ‘Murder victims are people, Lisa. Flesh and blood, like you and me. It’s not a game. See how you feel after your first post-mortem. I could arrange one today, if you like? The Super has an interesting case on. Would that be exciting enough for you?’


Shamefaced, Carmichael clammed up and wandered aimlessly away. The DCI patted her on the arm as she walked by. It wasn’t like Hank to be so grouchy.


‘That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it?’ Kate said. ‘What the hell is eating you?’


Hank looked at her like butter wouldn’t melt.


‘You know perfectly well what I’m talking about, Hank. Lisa’s young and keen. She could go all the way. I asked you to take on her supervision because you’re the best and you know how to have fun at the same time. At least, you used to. She doesn’t deserve to have her enthusiasm dampened just because you have marital problems, so don’t take the piss. You owe her an apology.’


He stopped pretending. ‘I know, I’ll sort it.’


‘See you do.’


Kate pulled a packet of Benson & Hedges from his top pocket without asking. Under a NO SMOKING sign, she lit up. Another thing for Health and Safety to complain about! She hadn’t tasted nicotine for months and felt instantly dizzy. She coughed, bent down and immediately stubbed the cigarette out on the side of a bin. As she handed the packet back, DS Paul Robson’s frustration caught her attention. He tapped his watch and rolled his eyes as DC Neil Maxwell wandered in off sick leave:

large as life and late, as usual. For the third time in as many weeks, his malingering had left MIT short. He was the weak link in the chain and it was no secret that she wanted him out.


Maxwell plonked his lazy arse down at an empty desk just as Detective Superintendent Phillip Bright appeared in the doorway looking every bit the impressive officer he was. His clothes were immaculate as always: a crisp dark grey suit, white shirt and silver tie matching a spotted handkerchief in his breast pocket. A hint of aftershave reminded Kate of one her father used to wear.


Bright’s appointment as head of MIT eight years before had come as no surprise. He was highly respected throughout the force and had a proven track record in murder detection. He’d also been instrumental in guiding Kate to make the right career choices. Her path mirrored his own; so much so that she almost felt like his shadow. Wherever he had gone, she had gone too. One day he would become force Crime Manager, which effectively meant he would take charge of the CID. When he did, she was hoping to step into his formidable shoes.


‘Morning, sir. Can I help?’ Maxwell was back on his feet, sucking up as usual.


Aware of the problems his sickness had created for a squad already understaffed and under pressure, Bright wafted him away as if he were an irritating fly, concentrating instead on Daniels.


‘Got a minute, Kate?’ He pointed at the bundle of crime-scene photographs in her hand. ‘You may as well bring those with you.’


Hank raised a quizzical eyebrow as Kate followed Bright from the room almost breaking into a trot to keep up with him. They didn’t speak as they moved along a noisy corridor and up a flight of stairs to the building’s west wing, eventually arriving at a brand-new facility and a door marked: MAJOR INCIDENT SUITE – No Unauthorized Entry.


The room was a stark contrast to the one they had just left, pleasantly air-conditioned, an open-plan layout designed to make best use of natural light and equipped with all the latest technology. Bright’s squad were hard at work as they passed through to his private office, which still reeked of fresh paint.


He sat down at an imposing desk that wouldn’t look out of place at the Kennedy Space Centre. Kate imagined herself sitting behind it. Houston, we have a problem. She remained standing, her eyes scanning his new desk with its fancy videophone, state-of-the-art computer, a pile of crime-scene photographs that were even more distressing than her own. The subject bore no physical injuries. He looked like any child does when they are sleeping peacefully, except she knew that not to be the case. Her eyes shifted a foot to the left to a happy snap of her boss’s wife taken at a police fundraiser weeks before Stella Bright was confined to a wheelchair. She was posing in the foyer of the city’s Malmaison Hotel in a party dress and high-heeled shoes, her shapely dancer’s legs on show for all to see.


If Bright saw Kate looking, he didn’t let on. He reached out to take the bundle of photographs she was holding. ‘Mind if I take a look?’


Tell him.


Kate held his gaze for a moment and then handed the images over. ‘This one’s not going to be straight, guv. We’ve identified the victim, but there’s very little to go on.’


He took a cursory look at the photos, sifting them through his hands until he’d seen them all. She thought he looked troubled and waited for him to tell her what was on his mind . . . but he sat for a moment considering. He was taking a special interest in her case and she was desperate to know why given that he was in the crucial first few hours of an enquiry of his own.


‘Forensics at the scene yet?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, but I wouldn’t hold your breath.’ Kate chanced her arm. ‘Don’t you even want to know his name, guv?’


She’d hit a nerve. Bright bristled, avoiding eye contact. It was obvious he hadn’t been ready for her direct approach. God knows why, he’d known her long enough.


He sidestepped the question with one of his own. ‘Any press sniffing around?’


‘’Fraid so. Chasing you too, I imagine.’ She nodded towards his own crime-scene photographs. ‘Unfortunately, my scene is less than a block away from last night’s celebrations.’ She stressed the word my, hoping he’d back off a bit. ‘The press were on it like a dog on heat. There was nothing I could do. But I think you’ll find in the cold light of day that most of the media interest will be coming your way, not mine.’


Bright didn’t bite. He just sighed – that same worried look.


‘You don’t need to hold my hand, guv . . .’ Kate pointed through the glass partitioning to the outer office. ‘From where I’m standing, you’ve got enough on your plate.’


‘You’re right, I have,’ he said. ‘But this is your first case in overall charge, so let’s just take it gently, shall we?’


Kate didn’t quite know how to respond. She’d worked her socks off for this opportunity and he was treating her like a rookie on a first assignment. Her hackles were up and it probably showed.


He looked at her like a concerned father would. ‘Don’t take it personally, Kate. I don’t doubt your ability, I just want you to know my door’s always open.’


Bollocks! ‘Is that all, guv?’


Kate regretted her tone as soon as the words had left her lips. Despite the fact that they were on first-name terms – though never in front of the squad – there was a fine line which she had just crossed. Bright may have encouraged her to speak her mind on any subject, but he was still her senior officer and deserved her respect.


‘For now, yes . . .’ He smiled, an attempt to make amends. ‘Just keep me posted on this one, OK?’


It was a dismissal.


Kate wondered whether an apology was required, decided it wasn’t and headed for the door. With her back turned, he spoke again.


‘You OK, Kate? If you don’t mind me saying so, you don’t look it.’


She turned to face him. ‘I’m fine . . .’ she said, her eyes drawn back to the photograph on his desk. ‘And I apologize, I should have asked after Stella.’


Bright cleared his throat. Behind his tired eyes, she could see that her concern had been unwelcome, even though she’d supported him through some very dark days following the accident – a crash that had left Stella in a critical condition, fighting for her life. Was he still waking up in a cold sweat having nightmares at the wheel? Not that he was in any way to blame. An articulated lorry had jackknifed on the M25, wiping out one side of his car. She felt sure he was suffering some kind of survivor guilt. She was equally sure he’d never admit it, for fear of appearing weak.


‘No change . . .’ he said. ‘I hate to say it, but I hope to God it’s quick.’


Walking back down the corridor, Kate was too slow to avoid Hank coming the other way. Like any good detective, he didn’t miss a trick. He saw the troubled look on her face before she had time to conceal it.


‘Everything OK with you and the guv’nor?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, why shouldn’t it be?’


‘I’m a detective and you’re no poker player. It’s obvious he’s pissing you off.’


‘He’s got a lot on his mind, Hank.’


He grinned – he knew something she didn’t.


‘What?’ she asked.


‘Any idea why the ACC wants you on the case?’


Kate bristled. ‘Does he?’


‘That’s what he told Bright.’


‘You sure?’


‘Absolutely.’


Kate looked past him to the door of the incident suite.


She wasn’t the only one holding back.
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A shaft of early morning light peeped through a chink in the bedroom curtains, crossing the delicate contours of Jo Soulsby’s face. Her eyes flickered uncertainly and slowly blinked open. She lay on her back for several minutes, staring at the ceiling, feeling the effects of an extreme hangover and dreading the day ahead.


Jo showered quickly. But no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t wash away the nightmare of the previous night. Her flight from the Quayside was classic behaviour, given the circumstances. Hadn’t she explained it in very simple terms to a number of patients over the years? Words like ‘emotional’ and ‘trigger’ sprang to mind. She was in trouble and knew it. Trouble brought on by scars of the past, unresolved issues that had festered deep within her psyche, waiting to explode like a loaded gun. She had everything she’d ever wanted: a successful career, a wonderful life, a family she adored. Right now, she wished her sons were around to help her put her own problems first for once instead of helping others understand theirs.


Walking past her rumpled bed, she resisted the temptation to climb back under the covers. She still had a job to do, couldn’t afford to bury her head in the sand. She sat down and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The image didn’t please her. Her eyelids were red, a bruise just visible on the left side of her jaw. She applied make-up to mask it and put on smart clothes: a crisp white blouse, pinstriped pencil skirt, thick grey tights and a black boxy jacket. Lastly, she added a black leather belt around her waist, attached to which was a key pouch with a thick silver chain dangling from it.


Jo checked her appearance in the mirror, then padded barefoot down a wide staircase, across an Afghan carpet of muted shades of green and rust she’d bought on holiday years back. She circled the drawing room, turning off lamps left burning from the previous night. She opened the curtains, replaced an abandoned decanter on the sideboard and lifted a half-full tumbler of whisky from the floor beside the sofa.


By the time she re-entered the hall it was empty.


In the kitchen, Jo put on the kettle and sat down waiting for it to boil. It was a good-sized room with a four-oven Aga, a table large enough to seat eight, and all manner of paraphernalia she’d accumulated over time. If she was honest with herself, the house was far too big for her needs since her sons had left home. She’d seriously considered downsizing but somehow never managed to gather enough enthusiasm to pack up her stuff and move on. What would be the point? She didn’t need the money and could do without the hassle. Besides, the neighbours were nice. She felt safe here. It was a proper home, providing a haven from the outside world at the end of a shitty day at the office. Once that solid front door was locked, nothing could touch her.


Jo skipped breakfast altogether. In the hallway, she slipped her feet into sensible court shoes, then instinctively reached up for her brown woollen overcoat. Finding it missing brought her nightmare flooding back. She found it on the back of the sofa where she’d dumped it the night before and carried it to the cupboard under the stairs. Reaching inside, she drew out a roll of black plastic bags, tore one off and placed the coat carefully inside. Then she gulped down a last mouthful of coffee, drew the telephone towards her and keyed a number.


It had to be done . . .


‘This is Criminal Profiler, Jo Soulsby. Please put me through to DCI Daniels.’
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There was frantic activity in the incident room. Telephones rang, computer screens danced, and there was a constant hum of voices as Hank wandered in from Kate’s office. He found her standing beside a table resembling a paper mountain, supervising the arrival of several important documents: action forms, forensic submission forms, house-to-house questionnaires, various maps of the area. What wouldn’t fit neatly on the table was being unceremoniously dumped on the floor.


Hank put his hand to his ear as if holding a telephone. ‘Jo, line one,’ he said.


Kate sighed. ‘Later, I’m about to start the briefing.’


‘Finally!’ Bright was getting impatient.


She’d almost forgotten he was sitting there waiting for proceedings to get underway. She was keen to move on too, hoping he’d go back to his own enquiry and leave her be. As she called for order in the room, her squad paid attention. DC Carmichael was the last to put her own phone down, a worried look on her face.


‘Boss?’ she said. ‘There’s something you need to know.’


‘Yes, Lisa.’ Kate pointed at the TV. ‘After we’ve watched the DVD.’


Carmichael leapt from her seat, switching the TV on and the lights off before handing Kate the remote. As the screen came to life, the mood in the room changed. Excited anticipation gave way to calm professionalism as the murder investigation team watched the short transmission. Kate studied their faces while they took in the crime scene for the first time: not just the blood and gore, but the classy flat, Stephens’ expensive clothes and valuable jewellery, his untouched wallet.


The television screen went blank. Carmichael switched it off again and turned the lights back on. Kate thanked her and pointed to the victim’s photograph on the murder wall.


‘Nominal One is Alan Stephens,’ she said. ‘What else do we know?’


‘You’re not going to like it,’ Carmichael said uncomfortably.


‘Something bothering you, Lisa?’ Bright said.


‘Stephens’ ex and the mother of his children is someone we all know personally.’


‘Does she have a name?’


‘It’s Jo . . . Soulsby.’


Bright laughed. ‘Yeah, now pull the other one.’


‘I’m serious, guv.’


All eyes were on Hank.


‘I’ll call her back!’ he said.
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Jo Soulsby left her house via the back door, opened the boot of her BMW and threw in the black plastic bag. She got in the car, checking her appearance once more in the vanity mirror and didn’t like what she saw. She reached into the glove compartment, took out a pair of Gucci sunglasses and put them on.


So what if the sun wasn’t shining?


Starting the car, she got the fright of her life when a Dixie Chicks track at full volume began bouncing around the interior. She turned off the CD player, in no mood for ‘Voice Inside My Head’. There were too many voices there already telling her to get a grip, drive straight to the nearest police station, just tell someone.


Anyone!


Jo sat for a while considering her options. As far as she was concerned there were umpteen good reasons to delay the inevitable, not least of which was her professional involvement with Northumbria Police. Her colleagues there were experts in dealing with the most serious offences and Kate Daniels would be offended, if not furious, not to be the first point of call. But Jo hadn’t been able to raise her. Maybe she should call someone else. No. Waiting a bit longer made sense. It would give her time to calm down and get her head together. She drove away, unaware that the phone inside her house was ringing off the hook.


Traffic was light for a weekday. She drove out of her road, along a tree-lined avenue, thinking of all the things she had to do today – and all the reasons why she didn’t want to do them. At the T-junction she turned left heading for a parade of shops on Acorn Road, past a few swanky clothes shops, a couple of bakeries, a mini-market she used regularly.


Parking was usually a nightmare on the busy street. But Jo was in luck: there was one space available. It was tight but she reversed into it expertly, got out of the car and opened the boot. Taking out the black plastic bag, she ignored an early-bird Big Issue seller setting up outside the newsagent. It was a good choice for a pitch. Any moment now locals would be arriving in their droves for their papers. He stood to make a packet.


Crossing the road, she approached a dry cleaner’s shop. A light was on inside, but a sign on the door said CLOSED. Peering anxiously through the glass, she knocked, trying to attract the attention of the female assistant inside. The girl pointed to a clock on the wall behind the counter, the dial of which read eight fifty-six. Her expression yelled: Fuck-off-we’re-closed. Jo checked her own watch – it was gone nine – and rapped even harder.
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Hank put the phone down and shook his head. ‘She’s still not picking up,’ he said.


‘Try her mobile, her office . . .’ Kate looked worried. ‘Just get hold of her before the press do.’


‘Poor Jo . . .’ Carmichael was genuinely concerned. ‘That’s going to make things a little tricky round here, isn’t it?’


Her comment was met with an uncomfortable silence.


Kate glanced at Bright. It was hardly a secret that he had no rapport with Jo Soulsby despite her excellent reputation as a criminal profiler. His attitude to psychological profiling was disparaging at best. As far as he was concerned, it was a load of bollocks, an incomplete science – an absolute waste of time. He tolerated her input only because the Home Office insisted that he should. But she was a fellow professional who deserved their respect and – for now at least – he had the good sense to keep his personal feelings to himself.


Appreciating that, Kate turned her attention back to the squad.


‘Let’s concentrate on what we know. Alan Stephens was shot at close range and there was no forced entry at his home. He’d been out to a charity dinner at the Weston Hotel, so maybe he took someone home with him. We’re still looking for a weapon, so when you are out and about keep your eyes and ears open. Given the proximity of the river, chances are it’s in the drink. That doesn’t mean we don’t look.’


‘According to his wife, Alan Stephens travelled to the Weston by taxi,’ Hank said. ‘Assuming for now he got home the same way we need to do a sweep of local firms, see if we can nail the timing a bit.’


Kate nodded her approval. ‘Lisa’s already been in touch with the Weston for a guest list and will follow that up. Area Command are gathering CCTV footage and doing the usual with dry-cleaning establishments, rubbish tips, skips, anywhere that clothing or the gun might have been dumped. I’ve asked Hank to hold the fort here while I cover the PM. Those who worked through the night go home and get some shut-eye. The rest of you know what’s required. For now, we concentrate on the victim’s family, past and present. Monica Stephens maintains they were happily married. Maybe they were, maybe not. She was first at the scene, so unless her alibi checks out she’s still a suspect. She’d also have us believe her husband was a nice guy. Well, obviously someone doesn’t think so. Dig up as much background as you can, but bear in mind that Jo Soulsby is a colleague . . .’ Kate exchanged a look with Bright. ‘So please tread carefully—’


‘Whatever the story behind this shooting we’ve got to move quickly,’ Bright said, getting to his feet. ‘And there’ll be no leaks to the media if you know what’s good for you. So if any of you are shagging the press, keep your flies open and your mouths shut! Let’s see how quickly we can put this one to bed.’


He promptly left the room leaving Kate to dismiss the squad. As officers began to disperse, she pondered her decision to take the case. There was no doubt she’d screwed up. But now she had to work out what was she going to do about it. Seeing her worried expression, Hank leaned in close to have a quiet word.


He never got the chance.


‘Sarah Short’s parents are here,’ Robson said, interrupting. ‘They’ve been waiting a while. I said I’d let you know.’


Kate sighed. If there was one thing she didn’t need right now, it was another heart-wrenching session with parents still waiting for justice for their daughter. She nodded to Robson and immediately left the room, heading downstairs. On the floor below, she hesitated before entering reception. Through a glass panel in the door, she could see David and Elsie Short huddled together on a hard bench, holding hands as always. Both bore the scars of the past: they were pale, drawn, emotionally spent.


Assistant Chief Constable Martin walked up behind her.


‘Sarah Short’s parents again?’ he said.


There was a distinct lack of compassion in his voice, as if their frequent visits to the station were an inconvenience to him. Kate nodded. She couldn’t imagine the ACC ever having held the hands of any families of murder or manslaughter victims. Understanding was not on his radar. The man was a complete wanker, a hate figure with a formidable reputation. Not one member of MIT had a good word to say about him – most wouldn’t spit on him if he was on fire.


‘How long’s it been?’


‘Too long,’ she said. ‘It’s painful to watch.’


‘Painful for you too, I imagine. It isn’t every day you come across two bodies. Doubly difficult when they’re known to your family.’


‘They’re not . . . well, only in as much as they attend St Camillus church.’


‘Still, you feel the loss deeply. I can see that.’ Martin chose his words carefully so as to cause her the maximum grief and embarrassment. ‘There’s no shame in seeing the force psychologist if you ever feel the need to talk, DCI Daniels.’


Kate turned, her eyes burning into him.


‘Not that I’m suggesting—’


She cut him dead. ‘I don’t need therapy, sir. Just space to do my job.’


She opened the door to reception and walked through it. Taking a deep breath, she tried to smile as she entered the room. David and Elsie looked up with hope in their eyes; a hope that was dashed immediately they saw the guilty look on her face.


‘What is it, Kate?’ David Short asked.


Kate glanced through the glass at the ACC, who was still hovering outside. She swallowed hard, a lump forming in her throat. She could hardly meet David’s eyes.


‘Temporarily, I’m off the case.’


‘No! They can’t!’ Elsie cried.


The door from the street opened and Wayne Hood – a well-known local thug, aptly named – walked through it. He acknowledged Kate with a smug grin and carried on to the front desk, pressing the buzzer for assistance. Receiving a stern look from the DCI, the civilian desk clerk ushered the offender into an anteroom to wait. As the door shut behind him, Kate took Elsie’s hand.


‘I won’t rest until he’s behind bars, Elsie. I promise you.’


David held on to his anger. He could see Kate was hurting too. ‘Come on, dear,’ he said. ‘Kate has a job to do.’


Kate looked at him. ‘David, please—’


‘You don’t need to explain.’


‘I do . . .’ She hated disappointing them, yet again, but they deserved to know the truth. ‘It’s just that we’ve exhausted every possible avenue and the evidence just isn’t there. I have to be honest with you: we’ve run up against a brick wall.’


David put his arm round his wife, as if doing so would protect her from Kate’s harsh words. ‘You’re dropping the investigation?’


Elsie was appalled. ‘You can’t!’


‘No. You have my word,’ Kate said softly. ‘But whoever murdered Sarah is still not in the system. Eventually he’ll make a mistake and when he does—’


‘He’ll have killed someone else!’ Elsie wept.
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It was never this easy before he went inside, but one look at the colour of his money and the kid took off, thinking he’d scored big time. Until he brought back the goods, expecting his bit in return. Silly boy. It was like taking candy from a baby. He could hardly go running to the filth now, could he?


Besides, the dead can’t talk.


They’d agreed to meet at Big Waters, a remote nature reserve on the outskirts of Brunswick where the exchange would take place without fear of detection, or so he’d told the little scrote. But as the kid stood there, his sweaty palm outstretched waiting for the dosh, it was clear he hadn’t quite thought through the implications of handing a gun and ammo to a killer – someone on a mission with serious work to do.


Until that moment – the one that made his heart sing.


That awesome moment when the smile left the kid’s face and fear heightened his senses, causing a brief but unmistakable flicker of understanding in his eyes as he found himself staring down the barrel of his own destiny. Struck dumb, he backed away into the swamp, tripping in the weeds that fringed the open water, more terrified of the gun than the fact that he hadn’t learned to swim.


He fell backwards and came up gasping for breath, panic taking over.


Watching from the water’s edge as the kid slipped beneath the surface, once . . . twice . . . three times . . . he felt pure joy when the bubbles erupted, proof that liquid had entered the kid’s lungs, pushing out his last excruciating breath. Contentment washed over him as he sat down, clasped his hands together and pulled his knees up to his chest, gazing out over the shimmering surface of the lake, his face warmed by the sun, birdsong all around him. It was almost poetic; just another tragic accident – a daft sod messing around and coming to grief, unable to summon help in such a remote location.


Life sucks.


Reaching into his pocket, he unfolded Jenny’s picture and laid it on the grass beside him. And still she smiled up at him as she had done for all those years. But was she ready to pay for his mother’s brutality, he wondered? Were any of them ready? Pity if they weren’t. If he had to, he’d spend the rest of his life hunting them down.


And then he’d find her too and get better acquainted.


He fondled the gun in his hand. Its provenance didn’t concern him. The kid had chosen well. Shame he couldn’t stick around. The balance and weight felt good as he lifted his right arm, lining Jenny up in the sights.


Fingering the trigger, he squeezed gently.


CLICK.


He replaced the empty cartridge with a full one.


It glided effortlessly into the magazine.


Yes . . . it’d do nicely for her. 




Jennifer Tait entered her house laden with shopping bags, a worried look on her face. She activated the deadlock, put down her parcels, took out her tissue and wiped her sweaty brow. Heart pounding, she stood on her tiptoes and peered back through the spyhole of her front door. The image was distorted; apart from children riding round and round in circles on their bicycles the lane outside was deserted. She watched the youngsters for a moment or two, comforted by their laughter, and then sank back on to her heels, relieved.


Lifting her shopping from the floor, Jenny went through to her back kitchen where she set it down on the bench and put on the kettle. But still she couldn’t help dwelling on the past few uneasy weeks. She’d had the distinct impression she was being watched: walking to and from the local shops, on the bus, even while travelling in her friend’s car. At all times of the day and night in fact, though she’d not yet told anyone for fear of being labelled paranoid.


But wasn’t that in itself paranoid?


Jenny had to admit it. She’d been of a nervous disposition for most of her life, since being followed home from an NHS placement at Hartlepool General when she was a student nurse. She sighed. That was over thirty years ago!


Wasn’t it time to stop all that nonsense?


As she had done many times before, Jenny dismissed her feelings as an overactive imagination and vowed to stop being suspicious of folks. She made herself a promise: from now on she would stop looking over her shoulder and enjoy her old age. Today was going to be the first day of the rest of her life.


Pouring water on to a teabag, Jenny cheered herself up with a chocolate digestive. She was clearing away crumbs when the phone rang. Dorothy was an old friend, a former neighbour, a woman she’d kept in touch with for fifteen years since they had both decided to move home and spend their retirement near their kids.


‘It’s about time you came to see me . . .’ Dorothy repeated her invitation as she did almost every time she rang. ‘You really must come, Jen – if only for a few days. The Lake District is wonderful and it’s been too long.’


‘I will,’ Jenny lied, not wanting to tell her friend that times were hard, finances harder. ‘Or you could come here! We could visit all our old haunts. You wouldn’t recognize Newcastle these days. It’s absolutely stunning on the Quayside.’


‘We could go to a show at the Sage,’ Dorothy suggested. ‘I hear it’s marvellous.’


Jenny began to get worried. How would she possibly finance such a treat? She changed the subject quickly, began chatting about the old days, failing to notice the hooded figure dart quickly past her window.


Lucky for her, he wasn’t ready to kill her . . . yet.
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Jo Soulsby approached the Regional Psychology Service, already late for her first appointment. The building was on a sink estate. Many properties were boarded up, awaiting demolition. Hers was heavily protected by electronic security alarms linked to the local nick, iron bars at the windows and closed-circuit television. In the central panel of the front door, someone had carved WANKER. Jo was so used to it being there, it hardly even registered.


She took a deep breath and let herself in.


A number of clients in the waiting area glowered at her as she passed through. First in the queue was Gary Henderson. He didn’t look best pleased. Almost as wide as he was tall, he was an ugly man with a scar down his right cheek and a nose partially disintegrated from chasing the dragon.


Feeling his eyes on her back, Jo made her way to the general office and quickly checked her appointments diary. How bad could things possibly get? The worst two clients back to back when she least felt able to cope with them. In no fit state to interview anyone, she walked back to the reception area and spread her hands in apology.


‘I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to reschedule.’


The first client in the queue, Jonathan Forster, stood up. He straightened his baseball cap, rolled up his magazine and stuffed it in the back pocket of his jeans. He moved off without saying a word, followed by everyone else, bar one. Henderson wasn’t going anywhere. He barged right past her, heading for her office. By the time she caught up with him he’d thrown himself down in a chair and was chewing the skin round his nails, projecting the pieces he’d bitten off across the room with ease. For a normal person, such objectionable behaviour would have been shocking. From Henderson and many clients like him, sadly it was the norm. Jo knew she was in for some stick.


‘I’ve told you I won’t accept that behaviour in my office.’ She held out a tissue. ‘I thought we had an agreement.’


‘We did . . .’ Henderson smirked, ignoring her outstretched hand. ‘I turned up on time. You were late.’


‘Yes, it was unavoidable.’


She lied so as not to give him an excuse to kick off. He had a tendency to do that from time to time, not for any particular reason, just because he could. Henderson cleared phlegm from the back of his throat and made a meal of swallowing it. If that was his way of winding her up, it had the desired effect. Feeling physically sick, Jo left her seat and crossed the room to get a drink. The cooler was running low; the water took forever to dribble into a plastic beaker, adding to her client’s restlessness. She hoped he’d just walk out. But when she turned around and made her way back to her desk he was making himself comfortable.


‘Just because I have to see you as part of my licence doesn’t mean you can treat me like shit,’ he grinned. ‘I want my pound of flesh, miss.’


Jo took in the clock on the wall.


Ten o’clock.


As if sensing her antipathy, Henderson pulled his chair a little closer, placed his elbows on her desk and cracked his knuckles. Close up, his physique appeared much larger and more powerful than it was in reality. He cracked his knuckles again in a show of intimidation. She could see from his dilated pupils that he was high on something. With no energy to argue, she sat down and wrote his name at the top of a fresh page in her notebook.


The interview started badly. Why didn’t that surprise her? Henderson had been difficult all his life; his impertinence and bad behaviour witnessed in every dole office, doctors’ surgery and police station within a radius of thirty miles. She’d supervised him since his release on life licence four years earlier. He’d spent the majority of his adult life inside for the rape and murder of a university student. He’d put his hands up to having had sex with her, his defence team arguing that it was consensual and that some other person had assaulted her afterwards. Jo thought it more likely that the student had spurned his advances, that he’d flown into a violent rage, killing her with unimaginable brutality. The jury obviously agreed with her. It took them less than an hour to reach a guilty verdict.
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