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Prologue

Annie Carter opened her eyes slowly. Her first thought was what the fuck? Her head hurt; there was a sore spot behind her right ear. She saw semi-darkness and a dim, familiar interior.

She was in the car. Shit, theyd hit her hard. Her brain was spinning.

Her car, yeah that was it. Had to get a grip, think straight.

The black Mark X Jaguar.

She was lying across the back seat, which smelled of leather and cologne; familiar smells, comforting smells, but alarm bells were ringing in her addled mind. Her guts were clenched with unfocused anxiety.

Tony?

Where the fuck was Tony?

He was usually up there behind the wheel, weaving easily through the London traffic and asking where  she wanted to go next, saying okay Boss, sure thing. But he wasnt there now, so where the hell was he? She was the big cars only occupant.

And now it came back to her in a rush. Now she remembered what had happened to Tony. Theyd coshed him too. Put him somewhere. But where? Was he all right? Was he dead?

How long have I been out of it? she wondered, sitting up, wincing as her head thumped sickeningly in protest at the movement.

Then she remembered Charlie Foster, and Redmond and Orla Delaney. She remembered it all. Shed been knocked out cold, Tony was fuck-knew-where, and now they were going to drive her off in her own damned car to some remote spot, where they would blow her brains out, what little brains she had, because who but a fool would push their luck as far as she had done?

She thought of Layla. Her little girl, her little star. Had to get out of here because she was all that Layla had; she couldnt afford to get herself wasted.

She was reaching for the door when the noise starteda high mechanical whine, deafening in its intensity. Her heart rate picked up to a gallop.

What the?

Suddenly the car lurched, knocking her back against the right-hand door. Then her horrified eyes watched as the left-hand door started to  buckle inward. There was a ferocious shriek of tortured metal. With a noise like a gunshot, the glass in the door shattered, showering her with fragments. She ducked down, covering her head momentarily with an upraised arm, then staring with terror as the door just kept coming, buckling inward, metal tearing, screaming, ripping.

And now the door behind her was coming in too. The noise was beyond bearing, beyond anything she had ever known before. The window imploded, and again she was covered in pieces of glass, felt her cheeks sting with the impact of it, felt warm blood start to ooze from cuts on her face.

Jesus! she screamed in panic, knowing where she was now, knowing what was going to happen to her.

Then the roof crashed in upon her, folding inward like cardboard. She felt the floor lift and she fell sideways, ending up in the well behind the front seats, nearly gibbering with fear. She was going to die, she knew that now.

Just make it fast, she thought desperately. Please make it fast.

She lay there, powerless, and watched the roof coming down towards her.

Closed her eyes, and waited to die.







Chapter 1

SUMMER 1970

Whack!

The whip cracked down across the nude buttocks of the man tied to the bed. He moaned but was careful not to scream. Hed had his orders.

This is a nice place, the woman told him, looming over him. She was dressed in a white topless PVC mini-dress and matching high-heeled boots. A white nurses cap was perched jauntily on her coal-black hair. Her ample and naked coffeecoloured breasts bounced as she drew back the whip to strike again. Remember that. I dont want you kickin off and yelling the sodding place down, now do I?

The client strained to look back at her over his shoulder from his prone position. He said nothing.

Whack!

Answer Nursy when she speaks to you, trilled the woman.

No! I wont scream, he panted.

Good, thats good. Youll take your punishment, yes?

Yes! he groaned as she raised the whip again.

Right answer. The girl grinned and trailed the whips leather lightly down between his quivering white buttocks. Now thats good, now were starting to understand one another. Because youve been a very bad boy, aint that right?

Thats right, he muttered into the pillow. He was sweating and his eyes were closed.

The woman watched him, judging her victim. Sure he was sweating, it was a hot night. Damp and clammy and airlesswelcome to a summers night in England, folks! The windows were closed though. Shed opened them earlier and shut them pretty damned quick; the constant roar of the traffic was an annoying distraction.

So he was hot. She was pretty fucking hot herself. Rubber might light the mans candle, but it was a bitch to wear on a humid night. Just for the hell of it, she gave him another swipe with the whip. He gave a faint cry, flinched and strained against his bonds. Hell, anyone would think he wasnt enjoying this. She sure hoped he wasit was costing him enough, after all.

Actually it was costing her too, in terms of  energy and stamina. After an evening of wining, dining and shagging, she now had to get down to the add-ons, the not-so-little extras that the man tied to the bed required.

Most men, you did an escort job for them, they expected a bit of straightforward hanky-panky too, and that was cool. This client had more specific needs and he was one of her regulars. Her reputation as a dominatrix was legendary. Her speciality was what this client wanted, and the price had been fair, she had to admit that, and the price was all that mattered.

Take the money and run, she thought.

But now she was tired. She wanted to crawl into bed with her man, get some kip if it was possible in this heat. When he closed his eyes again she glanced at her watch. The extra hour hed paid for was nearly up. Soon shed be out of here; soon shed be home.

Whack!

Oh, how he writhed. She sort of enjoyed that, to tell the truth, when they writhed. Just a bit. But shed been doing this S & M gig for so long that it was beginning to bore her. Once the thrill had been in doing it, socking it to the punters. But she was a married lady now, and maybe this was not the sort of thing that a married lady ought to donot even with her loving husbands consent, which shed always had

The woman frowned. And maybe, just maybe, this was a thing that a loving husband ought to have a bit of a problem with: how was that for a thought?

This was something that kept popping into her brain more and more often. Did he love her so much, if he could be so fucking cool about his wife dancing the horizontal tango with strange men and then whipping them into a frenzy, and then coming home to him?

But the money was good, and money was always tight, and oh how she loved the money. Money to buy Biba dresses and Bill Gibb blouses, boots by the Chelsea Cobbler, waistcoats by Kaffe Fassett, and going to shows and dinners up West: she loved all that shit. So she did things sometimes that didnt make her proud. Like whipping this punters snowy-white arse and wishing she was gone.

Time to draw their little sesh to a close now. Thank God.

Tenderly she leaned over and released the leather cords that bound his wrists to the headboard.

There you go honey, thats all for tonight, she cooed in his ear.

And the bastard turned and whacked her right across the jaw.

Agony exploded in her head.

The girl went flying off the bed and fell to the floor. She sat up on the expensive carpet amid a  tangle of shoes, trousers and shirt. Her eyes were filled with tears of pain. She could feel her heart beating hard against her ribs with the shock of it.

Fuck, where had that come from?

She clutched her jaw and staggered back to her feet, staring down at him in disbelief. Hed collapsed back on to the bed, face down. As if what hed just done was nothing. As if hitting her, hurting her, was nothing.

As if she was nothing.

Shed dropped the whip but now she snatched it up again with a grunt of rage. Bastard punters! They were like tigers in a circus act: you were the trainer and you never let your guard down, you never turned your back, you always had to keep controlor theyd maul you as soon as look at you.

She waded in with the whip again. This time she put a lot of force behind it. This time she was angry. She was the sadist here, wasnt she? Or that was the act, anyway. And he was supposed to be the masochist. He didnt do the beating up, she did.

Better, he moaned happily, rolling over to display an erection the size of a babys arm. Thats better, sweetheart, oh yes

And then he grabbed the hem of her rubber dress, nearly pulling her off balance, and held it over his nose and mouth. Twisted bastard. He always did that with her. Always.

She was so tired of all this.

It wasnt that big a thrill any more.

Seconds later, he came all over the thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets.

She watched him, her jaw hurting, her face carefully blank to hide her fear and disgust.

Boy, she was sick of all this.

Ten minutes later, she was out of there. She left the room with a big bundle of notes and a bad taste in her mouthoh, and a jaw swollen to the size of a watermelon.

All in a days work.

It was raining by the time she left the snazzy hotel in Park Lane. The smartly uniformed concierge gave her a knowing look and a nod as she emerged from the lift in reception and went towards the revolving door. Shed been there before, she was no trouble, he wasnt about to make a fuss.

Whatever the guest wanted, the guest gotthat was his motto. A Roller to take them to the theatre? Certainly, sir. Champagne at a hundred quid a pop and a whole tin of Beluga caviar on the side? Mais oui, bien sûr. A nice tart to share it with? No problem at all.

And she was a nice tart. Tall, slim and with skin dark as cocoa. A shock of dreadlocks framing her gorgeous face. She gave him a grin. You couldnt  get churlish looking at that grin, although it faded quickly and she seemed to wince.

Flamboyant dresser, too. Trailing a purple boa, toting a big carpetbag and wearing skin-tight denim hot pants. One of those cool-looking but very smelly Afghan coats flapping loose around her and big hoops of gold clattering at her ears. Could dress a bit smarter, but then it was late: few guests about, only him and the boy on reception, so all was well and why rock the boat?

Really, who gave a shit?

Get you a cab? he offered.

The grin returned. What, you think I made o money, boy?

Bet youre making more than me.

Ha! Dont I just wish that was true. Nah, its okay, honey. My mans pickin me up.

He nodded and smiled at her. Yeah, she was a nice girl. No harm in her at all. Stressed-out businessmen, tired travellers, they needed the release of a bit of female company now and then. It wasnt for him to judge. It was for him to say yes, sir, of course, sir, anything you want, we can get. Discretion was his watchword. Can-do was his attitude. It made him one of the best concierges in London.

He watched her swing through the revolving door and vanish into the rainy night. And then he thought of his own grown-up daughters, girls  around the same age as this one, his precious girls tucked up safe at home where they ought to be at this hour of the night, and he thought: Fuck it. What a sodding way to make a living.

She walked quickly, head down against the rain, heading for the usual corner, around which her man would be parked up in his ancient Zodiac, waiting for her. Asleep, probably, stretched out across the single front sofa seat.

They loved that sofa seat; theyd made out on it a time or two, but really he enjoyed that more than her. She preferred their bed: good old-fashioned bread-and-butter lovemaking; no risks, no thrills, just deep warmth and contentment and waking up together in the morning, which they could do now that he no longer worked permanent nights, thank you God.

She was going to have a nice hot bath first. Wash the day away. Then crawl into bed, snuggle down. Forget the whole evening. She was good at doing that; shed had plenty of practice. Keep her chin turned away and he wouldnt see the redness, the swelling. Maybe while she was in the bath shed hold a cold flannel against it. Thatd soothe it. Shed be careful to take the flannel away when he came in, brought her a glass of wine as was his usual practice. He was a good husband. Even if a little too forgiving of her profession.

It wasnt the first time a punter had walloped her, she wasnt about to get all girly and hysterical about it. She wasnt about to tell her loving husband that it had happened, eitherhed want to rip the bastards arms off.

No, what she was going to do was forget it.

All in a days work, and that was a fact.

You took a knock, so what?

There were footsteps behind her. High heels. Another working girl, heading home after a long day, poor bitch. She glanced back, saw who it was, and stopped walking with an exasperated sigh.

Fuck it, I cant talk now she started to say, and then she was hit for the second time that night. It was beyond a bloody joke, thats what it was. But when she fell this time she wasnt falling on to Axminster. This time her head hit the pavement with a crack and suddenly the darkness came.







Chapter 2

Annie Carter was standing at the top of the stairs in the Palermo Lounge, looking down at the shell of the place that had once been her late husband Maxs favourite club. The builders were inand running late. They were taking the curtains on the small stage area down. Huge red velvet drapes, a bit faded now, a bit tired-looking, like the rest of the club.

As she watched, a man up a ladder took out a hammer and chisel. He chipped loose the big gold letters MC at the apex where the curtains joined together. He threw them down to his mate. The M hit the floor, and shattered.

And hows that for an omen? she thought with a pang of the old sadness.

There was so much to be done, so much to think about. The brewery had been in and agreedafter some hum-ing and ha-ingthat they would  continue to supply liquor to the club. The drinks licence was, after all, already in place. The dance floorwhich was a total fucking mess at the moment, broken up and knocked all to hellwas going to be relaid, and there were going to be strobe lights, the works.

But first the red velvet curtains, the plaster cherubs, the flock wallpaper, all that old dated tat, had to go.

Sorry Max.

Shed hired a good accountant, set out her aims. She planned that this cluband eventually the two others, the Blue Parrot and the Shalimar, which were currently standing emptywere going to earn her a good living, support her and her small daughter in some style. That was the plan, anyway.

Of course, the first thing the accountant had done when hed seen last years books, peering at her over his pince-nez spectacles, was to suck in his breath.

She got this all the time. From the brewery bosses. From the builders. Now from her accountant. She was a woman in a mans world, and all the men in it thought she couldnt cope.

It would appear the business has been running at quite a loss, he said, giving her a pitying glance.

Or could it just be that the profits havent  been finding their way into the accounts? she suggested.

Hed shrugged, nodded. Certainly, that could be the case.

Ha! Certainly, that was the case. Hed departed, leaving her sunk in gloom. But then she had a stern word with herself. Okay, shed been shaftedroyally worked over. But now she had to pull it all back together, even if the going was tough. Hell, she was used to tough.

She had lost her husband. She had loved gang lord Max Carter almost beyond life itself, and losing him had cut her to the heart. But she still had her daughter. She still had Layla. And that was in no small part due to American mob boss Constantine Barolli.

Annie frowned.

When theyd last spoken, Constantine had said hed be back from his home in New York soon to see her. But three whole months had passed. Three months without a word, without a telephone call, with nothing. She felt furious, rejected, and she knew shed made a bloody fool of herself into the bargain by asking him to call her. Because, guess what? He hadnt.

Fuck it, she muttered, her hands clenching around the wrought-iron banister. She closed her eyes for a second and instantly she could picture hima smooth, slickly suited Mafia don, with  armour-piercing blue eyes and a commanding aura, a tan and startling silver hair.

The silver fox.

The rumour was that his hair had turned from black to silver overnight when he was in his twenties and had been told that his mother and brother were dead, victims of a deliberate hit by another Cosa Nostra family in his native Sicily. Thats what they called him on the streets of New York, the silver fox. And like a fox hed slipped away.

Hell, shed probably panicked the bastard, been too keen too soon. And, of course, hed run straight for the hills. Shed blown it. Fuck it.

She went up the second flight of stairs to her office and slammed the door closed behind her. She slumped into her chair behind the desk. Once it had been her late husbands chair; now it was hers. Now she was in charge of the East End manor that he had once ruled.

It was a very different manor now. A very different firm. Times had changed. Gone was the old respectful Kray and Carter style no-drugs-but-plenty-of-the-hard-game rule of the Sixties. Now there was an activeand often violentdrugs scene in London.

Annie had made it clear from the start that she wanted no part of that sort of tradebut she had been quick to see how the firm could profit from its impact. The Carter firm was all about legitimate  security now; the firm controlled an army of enforcers working all over London and Essex, keeping order at venues.

And shit, how it paid. The money was rolling in.

Even better, it was all above board. Shed come close once to going down, and she was never going to risk it again, not with Layla to consider.

So now it was her who took payment from the halls and arcades and shops, her boys who gathered at QueeniesMaxs late mothershouse, to meet with her and receive their orders.

As it turned out, everything had worked out pretty much okay. The boys had accepted her, and they had also accepted that Jimmy Bondwho had been Maxs number one back in the daywas history.

She thought about that.

Yeah, they had accepted her, but she was concerned that it wasnt a full acceptance. It was an acceptance of her role as Maxs widow, that was all. She knew her position was tenuous. These were hard men, men whod grown up on the wild sideout on the rob, out on the piss; they took no shit from anyone. Legitimate business had been a shock for them, butso fartheyd swallowed it. Or had they? She was never sure.

She looked down at her thumb, where Maxs ring glinted. A square slab of royal blue lapis lazuli set upon a solid band of gold embellished with  Egyptian cartouches. Yes, he was long gone, but it calmed her to look at the ring, the symbol of his power and authority.

Only now, more and more, it was reminding her of another ring, the diamond-studded one that Constantine Barolli always wore.

Ah, whats the use?, she thought. Its done.

Hed gone, and he wasnt coming back.

Now she had a job to do, and that was good. She had to lose herself in getting the clubs up and running again. She was lucky to have an interest, a business that demanded so much of her time, because, if you were busy, you couldnt think too much of how you had fucked up your chance of a great love affair by playing it all so disastrously wrong.

There was a tap at the door and Tony, her driver and her minder, poked his bald head around it. The crucifixes in his cauliflower ears glistened bright gold in the summer sunlight streaming in through the office window.

First of the girls is here, Boss, he said.

She was interviewing staff now. Bar staff, kitchen staff, cleaners, dancers. Not the dancers that had been here before, swinging their enormous naked tits about for all to see. No, these would be discreet go-go dancers, twirling and whirling in fringed white bikinis on tiny strobe-lit podiums around the new dance floor.

She didnt want the dirty-mac brigade coming back in here. She wanted a better class of clientele, and she was going to make sure she got it.

Annie sighed. Tucked all thoughts of Constantine away.

Hes gone for good, she told herself. So forget it, okay? Move on.

She got her mirrored compact out of her handbag and dabbed away the shine from her nose. Then she applied a slick of scarlet lipstick and paused, staring at the image reflected in the mirror; the steady dark green eyes, the arched black brows and thick black lashes, the good olive-toned skin, the straight fall of thick, cocoa-brown hair, the wide, sensuous, painted mouth. It was a face that could, in fact, be called beautiful.

Then why didnt he call?

She let out an exasperated sigh and closed the compact with a snap. Dumped it back in the bag, gave Tony a brisk smile.

Right. Send her up, Tone. She had fifteen girls to see this afternoon and opening night was just three weeks away. Best to crack on. Distract herself. Get on with it.

Annie sat at the kitchen table at the Limehouse brothel later in the day, sipping hot strong tea and looking at her friend Dolly, who was madam thereDolly with her blonde bubble perm,  her immaculate make-up and nails, wearing a neat lightweight powder-blue suit. Incredible to think that Dolly had once been the roughest brass in the place; now she was in charge and she looked the part.

Good trade today? asked Annie.

It was Fridayparty day at the Limehouse knocking-shop. Drinks, nibbles, and floor shows on offereveryone was happy. Young Ross was on the door to keep order, but mostly he didnt need tohis sheer size and presence was all the deterrent to bad behaviour that was needed. There was music coming from the front parlour, and laughter coming from upstairs. The place was packed with eager punters getting massages, blow-jobs and other personal services. Annie thought this would be enough for anybody to contend with, but Dolly had started up an escort business too. It ran alongside her well-run brothel like a Swiss clock. Slotted in just nice.

Yeah, really good. Takings are holding steady.

And the new girls?

Dolly pulled a face. Dunno yet. Rosies a good worker, when she can be arsed to bother. But Sharlenes a bit of a bloody nightmare, the attitude on her. And Aretha didnt show up.

Annie looked at her. Hasnt she phoned?

Dolly shook her head.

Well she will, said Annie.

Aretha was Dollys S & M specialist, their resident dominatrix. Her room was kitted out with punishment chairs, whips, chains, any quirk or fetish the punter desired; she could cater to any individuals particular perversion. She was tall, black and beautiful, strong as an ox and the best friend Dolly and Annie had ever had.

Probably got pissed last night, sighed Dolly. She was working. Probably overdid it on the bubbly. Bet shes sleeping it off. If she hasnt called by eight, Ill call her. Punters have been asking for her, it aint good.

Annie stood up. Well, Im off to pick up Layla from Kaths.

And how is Kath?

Annie couldnt stifle a smile. Dolly had already passed judgement on Kathdeclaring that she was a dirty mare, and beyond hope. But Annie didnt think so. Kath was her cousin; they were family. She was prepared to give the poor cow a chance.

Kaths fine. Starting to shape up, she lied. Hasnt Ellie kept you up to speed?

Ellie had once been one of Dollys little band of sex workers. Now she was working as a cleaner here, and helping Kath out too. Kath had suffered depression after her mothers death, and her husband had knocked her black and blue; shed needed help. Ellie was busy providing it.  Whether Kath liked it or notwhich mostly she didnt.

Ellie tells me Kaths place is getting tidy, but I think youd have to explode a fucking bomb in there first to get anywhere near it, sniffed Dolly. Heyyou heard from that hunky American yet?

Annie stiffened. No. And Im not likely to.

Thats a damned shame, said Dolly. What happened?

I killed it, thats what happened, thought Annie.

She was mad at herself, mad as hell. Because hadnt she done something very similar with Max? Shed gone after him with no holds barred, full throttle, even though he belonged to someone else, even though the consequences had proved to be dire.

She had no subtlety, not an ounce in her entire body. Damn, why couldnt she just hold back a bit? Why couldnt she play those delicious, teasing cat-and-mouse games that other women played? No kissing on the first date. No groping above the waist until the third. No touching anywhere else until there was an engagement ring on her finger. No fucking under any circumstances until there was a wedding band right beside it. Was that so difficult?

But no. Not her.

She went at the damned thing like a bull at  a gate. She was either on or off. No half measures, no holding back. She was either totally committed, or utterly detached. There were no in-betweensand she guessed that she scared men shitless.

Nothing happened, she told Dolly briskly. Nothing at all. And it dont matter. Ive got the flat straight, the clubs being refurbed, Ive got enough to think about.

The flat was the one above the Palermo where she had first slept with Max. It seemed sort of fitting that she should be living there with Layla now.

You could have stayed here while the works going on, said Dolly. You know its no trouble.

Doll, aint we had this conversation? I cant keep a child in a knocking-shop, it just aint right.

Well, pouted Dolly.

Its kind of you, said Annie firmly. But no. And besides Layla, Ive got to consider my position. This is Delaney turf, Doll. I cant stay here.

The Irish Delaney mob, who ran the streets of Limehouse and Battersea, were the Carter gangs bitter enemies. And although Annie had once associated with them, and even formed a business relationship with the chilly and devious Delaney twins, Orla and Redmond, the things they had done had turned her against them.

However, Redmond still allowed her to visit Dolly here, turning a blind eye to the head of the Carter firm walking his streets, and that was good of him. But she knew that what Max had always told her about them was the truth. They were vipers, hed said, and not to be trusted. She knew now that he was right.

Well, whatever you think best, said Dolly.

Annie stood up. Ill catch you later, she said, and went off down the hall, nodding to Ross. As a Delaney boy, it pissed him off to see a Carter here; but hed had his orders from the top. Her presence was to be tolerated.

For now, anyway, she thought.

Through the open front parlour door, she glimpsed half-naked tarts bouncing up and down on happy punters, and the sounds of sex drifted down the stairs.

Ross sat there, impassive.

She opened the front door and to her shock found Tony standing there. He pushed inside, closing the door behind him. She glimpsed two policemen coming up the path. There was a cop car parked just in front of the black Jag.

Shit, said Annie.

Dont think its a raid, theyre not mob-handed, said Tony. Still, better keep it down in here.

Ross was already on it. Hed shot out of his  chair at the word raid and was already in the front room passing the word. The music was turned off. The laughter died. As the front doorbell rang he grabbed the visitors book from the hall table and ran off up the stairs to spread the word. Silence fell up there. Then he came back down and went into the kitchen, told Dolly. White-faced, she came out along the hall and looked at Annie and Tony standing there. She straightened her suit jacket, patted her hair and opened the front door.

Miss Farrell? asked one of the young coppers, politely removing his helmet.

Dolly nodded: yes.

Sorry to disturb you, miss. Can we come in?

Oh hell, thought Annie.

They went on into the kitchen. Ross was gone, out the back way. Dolly gave Annie a quick dont you dare fuck off glance, so Annie followed her and the coppers into the kitchen and they all sat down. Tony went off into the front room, out of the way.

Whats this about? asked Dolly.

The coppers exchanged a look, then the older one spoke.

Miss Farrell, a body has been found. There was a card on the body that led us to believe that the person in question was working out of an escort agency run by you from this address.

A body? Dolly looked whiter than ever.

A young black female.

Annie felt as sick as Dolly looked. She thought of Aretha, not calling in this morning. Aretha had been out on an escort job last night.

Jesus, Dolly whispered. Not Aretha?

Wed like you to accompany us to the station, said the copper. If youre willing to identify the body?

Aint that Chriss job? thought Annie. She looked at Dolly.

Its okay, Doll, she said, standing up, Ill come with you. Wait up while I phone Kath and let her know Ill be delayed.

Five minutes later they were in the back of the cop car being driven to the police station, both sitting silent and shocked, wondering what the hell was kicking off here, hoping against hope that the young black female was anyone, anyone at all, but notplease GodAretha Brown.

When they reached the station they were led into the bowels of the place, into an antisepticscented room.

Oh fuck, said Dolly.

There was a body laid out under a sheet.

Annie grabbed Dollys hand and held it tight.

An attendant pulled the sheet back while the same two coppers hovered in the background.  Annie stepped forward, but Dolly seemed rooted to the ground. But she was close enough to see who was there. Together they looked down on the dead face of their good friend Aretha.

Oh no. Oh shit, whimpered Dolly, putting a hand to her mouth.

Annie was silent, staring, her guts churning with shock and grief.

Arethas face was not her own any more: it was a mask of death, wet and greyish, all the life gone. The eyes were closed, the mouth half open. There was redness along the jaw and around the neck there was a thin, bloody line.

Do you positively identify this woman as Aretha Brown? asked the older PC.

Dolly nodded, unable to speak, tears starting in her eyes.

Yeah, said Annie shakily. Thats her. Thats Aretha.

When they were being led back through the station to the front desk they came across Chrishuge, bald, heavily muscled Chris: Arethas husband. Two more cops were taking him into a room. Annie saw to her shock that he was handcuffed. And his hands were bloody.

Hey! she said, quickening her pace. Hey, Chris!

All three men stopped and looked at her. One  of the cops was tall and dark haired, the other one was dumpy and balding. Chris towered over them both.

I didnt do nothing! Chris yelled out, tears streaming down his face.

Annie hurried over. The tall, dark-haired one had the air of being in charge, so she addressed her remarks to him. Whats going on here? Wait up! You dont think Chris had anything to do with Aretha?

The two plain-clothes cops exchanged a glance, then looked at her as if theyd stepped in something nasty.

And who are you? asked the tall one.

Annie Carter. This is Dolly Farrell.

Were interviewing Mr Brown. The officers will show you out. He turned away.

Im going nowhere until Ive talked to Chris, said Annie.

He turned back and stared at her with dark, unfriendly eyes. What?

You heard. Chris used to work for me. Hes a close friend of mine, I want to talk to him.

He looked at her. Assessing her. He was going to tell her to bugger off, she just knew it. But then he surprised her.

All right. You can sit in on the interview for ten minutes, then youre out.

Annie nodded and moved forward. Dolly started  to follow. The tall one blocked her way. These officers will show you out, he said.

Dolly gave him a glare and turned to Annie. Ill wait, she said.

Annie followed Chris and his captors into the interview room.








End of sample
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