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      DS Albie Edwards surveyed the scene from the edge of the woods. Chaos. At least, that’s how an outsider would see it. But Albie knew better.

      He stooped, knelt on his right knee in the gravel, and winced as he rubbed his left ankle. It was only a tweak, but even so, it pained him. Serves me right, he thought. What exactly did he think he would achieve by jumping out of a moving vehicle?

      Tanya would scold him when she caught up, and she’d be right. He should have been patient and waited while she found a parking space.

      Albie elbowed a pathway through the gathering crowd. He associated those who gathered at crime scenes as hyenas—eager and alert for information like meagre pickings after an attack. He shielded his eyes from the sun and scanned the trees. Sure enough, kids perched on the branches. They hustled for position and the best vantage point, each desperate for a glimpse of a corpse.

      “Get those kids down from the trees,” Albie ordered a fresh-faced police officer standing behind the crime scene tape, that she guarded like a German Shepherd does its master.

      “Straight away, Sarge.” The officer stood to attention as she eyed his ID card and spoke to his back as he trudged towards the area shaded by a canopy of branches. He navigated the brambles and nettles.

      A moment later, he heard the boys from the trees, grumbling and shouting abuse to the officer, who hurried them away.

      A rustle in the bushes to his right caught his attention. His dishevelled colleague moved closer.

      “Thanks for waiting.” She said, as she swiped prickles and stingers from her chestnut curls.

      “Sort yourself out, Watts. I thought you were in tip-top condition.” Albie covered his smile with his hand and strode towards the bright lights. “Follow me.”

      PC Tanya Watts bent forward and waited for her short, shallow breaths to slow.

      “Yes, that’s right. I’ve been mucking about,” she mumbled. “It’s funny because I feel like I’ve run 100 metres so as not to be left behind.” She sucked in a deep breath, forced her body upright, and followed at a distance.

      Albie stifled a grin at her sarcasm. It had taken time to build trust in their working relationship. They were only five substantial cases into their partnership, but for some reason it worked.

      The white tent stood alive with shadows.

      If he played the association game, tents for Albie would equate to childhood fun; camping holidays by the sea, adventures in the back garden, secret meeting places, and long, hot summers.

      How easily childhood memories were shattered.

      He studied the area and knew once he entered that tent, another nail would be hammered into the heart of the boy he once was, the boy who’d suffered from a slow, cruel death which began at the site of his first murder scene.

      Now a white tent meant death.

      “Ah, DS Edwards and the lovely Ms Watts.” A gravel-edged voice came from the far corner of the tent, followed by an exaggerated cough. Both officers tried to identify the hunched figure as he straightened and stretched. A bright lamp contorted his appearance. “I wish I could say it’s a pleasure to have your company, but I think, under these circumstances, it would be a false sentiment.”

      “Leo.” Albie outstretched his hand in greeting and waited for the forensic pathologist to place fibres into an evidence bag before he responded.

      “So, how are you both?” Leo asked, his focus on Tanya.

      Tanya nodded and averted her eyes. Albie smiled as she fumbled in her jacket pocket and pulled out a notebook and pen. He knew she habitually logged every detail. At a later date, she’d find those buried clues, the game winners.

      “All good,” Albie answered for Tanya and himself. “So, what can you tell us?”

      Leo removed his gloves, placed a hand on Tanya’s shoulder, and leaned behind her to find a replacement pair. She angled away from his touch but continued to scribble in her notebook while they focused on the victim.

      From a distance, the large object nestled in a bed of nettles and weeds was hidden, camouflaged with leaves in a shamble of autumnal shades. Known as a local dumping ground, it featured a place for broken, worn, and unwanted objects to languish into a slow death.

      And a discarded carpet was not an unusual sight. The fringe of the carpet splayed across the soil and entwined with dank clumps of dark brown hair while, at the opposite end of the bundle, limp, pale toes with party-painted nails were visible. Bald patches and splashes of dirt-ridden flowers marred the frayed carpet. The killer used the carpet to hide a body, tying it up with a thick, olive-coloured rope.

      “Cut the rope.” Albie’s attempt to control the tremor in his voice and the shaking in his forearm was a reaction to the anxiety and anticipation that battled inside him for the right to the highest status in his body.

      Leo slipped a flick knife with a mother-of-pearl style shell handle and a razor-sharp edge between the carpet and the rope. Albie watched Leo’s precise sawing motion, small smooth movements. Breathing heavily, Albie knelt by the victim’s pale feet, too clean to have touched the moist soil.

      “Have you got another knife in your bag of tricks?” Albie asked as he searched a nearby bag.

      Leo stopped, gave Albie his knife, and grabbed his bag from Albie’s grasp. Finding a smaller knife, he kept cutting the ropes as Albie worked on another section.

      He shook his head and grinned. “Some things never change, do they, mate? As impatient as ever. Take it easy. Remember, she’s dead. There’s nothing we can do to help her except make sure we keep all the evidence intact.” Leo continued sawing his piece of rope when Albie slowed down.

      The process was monotonous and time-consuming, and Albie could only watch as Leo cut the final length of rope.

      Finished with the notebook and pen, Tanya put them away as Leo drew the knife through the final tether, and the rope broke free.

      They positioned themselves beside the body. Each took a deep breath, fingered the edge of the carpet, and moved backwards on their haunches. They peeled it back, careful not to disturb the contents. The taste of rotten flesh hit the back of their throats as they gulped shallow breaths. Albie’s eyes watered against the violent intrusion of death he knew would cling to his body for days. The trio moved in silence to the opposite side of the bundle to repeat the process.

      Albie shoved his hands in his pockets and tried to ignore his quickening pulse. He shuffled from foot to foot and made a conscious effort not to bite the raw hangnail on his thumb. He reminded himself they’d unwrapped a corpse.

      “Okay, she’s ready for you,” Leo said — unravelling the carpet had proved harder to remove than first thought.

      At first glance, a throw of orange, red, and brown, mildew-damp mulched leaves—crude clothing nature offered—disguised and hid the bulk of the victim’s body. Under the leaves, her skin bore a translucent sheen mottled with dark patches and open wounds where parasites had laid eggs and feasted on the flesh of their host.

      Leo peeled pulp from her face and neck with patient precision and distributed samples into small plastic sealed evidence bags.

      Albie edged forwards and knelt on the sheet beside the body. Entwined around her neck was a soiled cloth. A thin piece of metal poked upwards. The end dug into her chin.

      “Is that a bra?” Albie asked.

      Tanya stepped nearer, and Leo picked at the lace edge with his tweezers. “Move that light, will you?”

      Albie leaned on one knee and groaned at the clicks as he eased himself to his feet. Behind the light, he struggled with the frame. He manoeuvred it until the lamp lit the woman’s torso. He bowed his head, unsure of his motivation. Glancing at Tanya, he saw her staring at the damage this woman’s abuser had caused. He filled his lungs with tainted air and followed her gaze.

      “Do you notice the marks carved into her chest? Someone had made these marks postmortem.” Leo swept his gloved fingers between the slashes. “She needs cleaning up to know if they’re of any significance.”

      “I’ve seen enough. Need fresh air.” Tanya said.

      Albie noted the puce tone to her skin and watched in silence as she navigated the tent flap and slipped out on his nod.

      “She all right?” Leo didn’t look up, but concern was clear in his voice.

      “Sure. We’ve been here a while. Probably seen too much. Notice her arm?” Leo turned his attention to the bruised tracks on the fragile skin of the victim’s inner arm.

      “It’s not surprising. Vulnerable addict, easy prey.” Albie said, staring at the corpse.

      “Look, this is going to take time.” Leo turned to Albie. “Why don’t you check on PC Watts? I’ll be in touch when I have more to tell you,” Leo said.

      Albie stared at the victim’s face–-a mask. He’d never know the true terror of her ordeal and not for the first time, Albie wished the dead could talk.
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      He leant back against the wall, and an involuntary whimper escaped his lips as he slid to the floor. Elbows resting on bare knees, his head slumped forward, and his whole body shook. He tried to ignore the drip of cool sweat on his forehead as it etched channels through congealed blood, which clung to his skin like an abstract face paint. Its journey ended on the edge of a threadbare rug. Although some congregated in a pale pink puddle on the concrete floor, the rug was attempting to cover.

      Blood oozed from the scrapes and scratches that gashed his bare skin. He dabbed them with his hands, dipped his blooded fingertips into the pinkish puddle by his feet, then licked each finger clean with the tip of his tongue. Raising his head, he squinted in the faint light that crept in under the door. He could see nothing sinister with the naked eye except the puddle. It would vanish easily enough, like the rest of the blood.

      After all, life washed away so effortlessly.

      An incessant ache gnawed at his shoulder blades, and his hands were bloody from the murder. He knew his breathing was erratic. Concentrating on each breath, he placed his hand on his heart until it slowed to a flutter.

      Stupid bitch. She should have shut up. She’d pushed him to do it. Deserved it. A violent shake of his head could not erase the images projected in his mind. He shook his head once more. He needed to turn down the volume at least, eradicate the screams. Scrunching his eyes, he dropped his head onto his balled fists and punched his forehead. Car keys wedged between his fingers pierce his skin and embedded gouges on his forehead. The silent mantra ran through his mind on a loop, then escaped.

      “Stupid bitch, stupid bitch, stupid bitch…”

      The screaming faded, and blood trickled down the side of his face.

      Exhaustion claimed him. His eyelids felt heavy. Tension seeped from his body, and as the image of her broken body played in his head, he convinced himself they were not alike. She didn’t deserve to wake up.
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      Josie Jeffries herded the boys through the front door, hooked her coat over the bannister, then watched them race upstairs. Josh, her son, rarely had friends over, yet he excitedly recounted the event on the way home from school.

      Josie struggled through the narrow magnolia hall, weighed down by grocery-strained plastic carrier bags, into a boxed-shaped kitchen. She opened the fridge and slipped four pints of milk onto the shelf in the door before dumping fish fingers, chips, and bread onto the work surface next to the cooker.

      “Josh, Mitchell,” she called. Not waiting for an answer, she continued, “Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.”

      Food in the oven, Josie lifted the folded flap of the kitchen table and as she secured it trapped her thumb.

      “Ow!” She jumped up and down, kicked the table leg, and squeezed her throbbing thumb in her fingers.

      Every time she extended the table, she caught her thumb between the leg and the metal clip. And every time, it brought tears to her eyes. She blew on the pinched, blood-tinged skin and watched a blood blister form.

      Josie filled the kettle and scooped a spoonful of coffee into a mug. She perched on the edge of a plastic fold-up garden chair and waited for the kettle to boil. The chairs had been a present from dad, who’d bought them in a sale. He’d described them as convenient and versatile. She’d described them as cheap and tacky, in her head, of course. Her dad had always supported her and Josh. Little gifts appeared on the doorstep, or the postal worker would deliver a parcel. It was  like he read her mind. Whatever he gifted them was always needed. She slid back into the hard plastic and tried to ignore her discomfort.

      Josie made her coffee and blew into the muddy liquid. She studied the circles as they rippled the surface, inhaling the powerful aroma before she sipped. The bitterness hit the back of her tongue and throat, reminding her of Emily’s last violent episode. A shudder played down her spine at the memory of sprawling across a threadbare carpet. Boney fingers dug into her throat, and as the grip tightened, Josie had flayed her arms and jolted her body, desperate to wriggle from Emily’s grasp.

      Josie inhaled through her nose with shaking hands. She settled the cup on the table, and her fingers flitted over her throat. Any bruising was now invisible—the faded yellow of a dying buttercup. The memory remained intensely clear, like the attack.

      Josie pulled herself from her thoughts and arranged the kitchen table. Keeping busy was the best solution she could think of to disconnect from the confusion Emily’s sudden descent into her old violent ways had caused.

      A timer beeped Josie out of her thoughts. Picking up a tea towel, she folded it into quarters, opened the oven door, and leaned away from a barrage of heat. She peered through steamed-up glasses and fumbled with the oven grills until the food was safely on the side.

      “Boys!” she boomed, stirring baked beans simmering on the stove. “Dinner is on the table.”

      She placed the food on the table and listened for the plod of their feet on the staircase.

      “It’s dished up. Come and get it.” She stuck her head out of the door and waited for a reply.

      A chill caressed her skin, and she rubbed her upper arms. Leaving behind the warmth of the kitchen, Josie edged into the hall. She stared ahead, and her thoughts slowed as she tried to process the scene.

      The shoes the boys had flung in every direction when they arrived home, were missing, as were their coats.

      She snatched at a scrawled note stuck to the hall mirror. ‘We’re playing. Eat later. Mitch and Josh.’

      But the open front door froze her blood and quickened her pulse. Dinner forgotten, Josie grabbed her jacket, patted the pockets for keys, and shot onto the balcony. She scanned the other balconies on her level. Someone always watched the comings and goings of the tenants on the estate. This neighbourhood’s curtain-twitchers remained strangely silent that evening. Josie strode towards the lifts. Joshua wouldn’t wander; she knew that for sure. He’d recently celebrated his eighth birthday and Josie had grudgingly agreed to him playing outside on his own. They had a rule. He played in this square and this square only.
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      “Stop. Mitch. Wait for me,” Joshua yelled after his playmate as he scooted ahead. “We can’t go far. We’ve got to stay in the square.”

      Mitchell skidded to a standstill.

      “No one tells me what to do. What’s she gonna do about it, anyway? Listen, why don’t we play a game? I’m gonna hide. You count to a hundred, chicken. Then come and find me.”

      Joshua wiped the spit that had sprayed his face along with Mitchell’s orders.

      “But you don’t understand…” Josh slowly backed away.

      “Shut it, mummy’s boy.” Mitchell jolted forward and shoved his hand over the scared boy’s eyes. “Close your eyes. One…two, go on, count.”

      Joshua took up the gauntlet with a feeble murmur. “Three…four…five…six.” He inched his face to the wall and whimpered quietly while he counted.

      Mitchell raced away until he found a hiding place. He settled down to wait, his mouth etched in a knowing grin. He was good at hiding. In fact, it was the one thing he did well. A quick study, Mitchell, when necessary, could effectively blend into the background, re-emerging when safe. As a young child, Mitchell had had practice tucking away in the most unlikely of places when necessary. It was her sweet-sickly voice. That single signal triggered his disappearance.

      “Mitch, baby. Mummy’s home. Where are you? You know I’ll find you.” She’d bellow while upheaving the furniture and toppling into the few possessions they still owned. “Mitch, get here now! You don’t wanna know what I’ll do to you when I find you.”

      She was right, of course, so Mitchell would freeze as if the White Queen herself had cursed him, hoping as usual that she’d black out before her search ended.

      Yes, he’d become an expert at hiding.

      Ghostly shadows transformed into everyday objects as his eyes adjusted to his surroundings. Mitchell nestled into a corner under a cluttered wooden work surface. A slice of light cut across the room through the door left ajar, a trick he’d learned at a young age. After all, wouldn’t he close the door to his hiding place? His pulse banged in his ear, a bass beat to his heavy rhythmic breath. Muffled voices grabbed his attention, and he jerked his head towards a hushed giggle at the back of the room. But the grumble and roar from a large cylindrical boiler, in his peripheral vision, swallowed up other noises. Mitchell closed his eyes tight, covered his ears, and counted to ten in his head. If he closed himself off from the world around him, he felt safe.

      Metal chains screeched and ground as the lifts shuddered to a halt. A ting alerted Mitchell to the opening doors. Perhaps Joshua wasn’t such a pussy after all. He’d broken his mum’s rules, but as far as Mitchell was concerned, he’d wasted his time. He’d never find him. This was the best place he’d hidden since climbing into an old suitcase to escape his mother. Mitchell wriggled until his back was flat against the damp, cold wall. Keys rattled outside the room, and fingers wrapped around the edge of the door. With each passing second, Mitchell’s confidence deteriorated. His chest, puffed with self-confidence moments before, concaved and tightened around his pounding heart. He wasn’t Joshua. Chunky, compact fingers grasped the door as it bounced off the adjacent wall. The solid outline of a shadowed man framed the open space, and the stocky shape obscured the light.

      Mitchell held his breath with each determined step the man made in his direction. Eyes wide, he studied the heavy boots as the man stopped in front of the workspace. Weighty objects and the clang of metal on metal sounded from the wooden surface. Mitchell wriggled out further on his stomach as the man swung a hammer back and forth and moved towards the back of the room.

      “Charlie, you in here again with your little sluts?”

      Mitchell stilled, his hands shook, and a scream caught at the back of his throat. He scurried toward the exit, but stumbled just before reaching it. Time slowed as a spanner swayed on top of a drill and toppled to the floor with a clang. Mitchell struggled to his feet, pumped his arms, elbows raised, and made a dash for the stairwell next to the lift.

      “Argh! Get off me. You’re hurting me, dickhead!” He fought against the vice-like grip on his ankle as the man dragged him back through the open doorway. Fingers gripped his throat and fingernails pierced the soft skin of his neck.

      “You just don’t know when to shut your filth-filled mouth, do you, little creep? You get that language from your mother.” The door closed behind them, stealing the last glimpse of light. “You know what, you shit? I’m going to do you a favour before that tongue of yours gets you into real trouble.”

      “No, get off. No.” Mitchell wriggled like a slippery eel but could not free himself from the man’s grip. In one swift movement, the man pushed him against the cool metal of a filing cabinet and shoved Mitchell’s arm behind his back while he rummaged through a bundle of tools. Mitchell winced when the man gripped his chin and forced him to look him in the face.

      “This’ll do the job. Quick and thorough.” The man let go of his arm and pushed his back against the filing cabinet. Mitchell watched as his captor rolled a knife in his hand. His heart pumped harder, and he wriggled uselessly against the restraint. Mitchell squeezed his eyes closed when the man lowered himself to the floor and knelt at his side—the sharp edge of the knife nearing his face. The last he felt was his jaw forced open, a violent pinch, a pulsating throb, and an abundant rush of warm metallic liquid filling his mouth and dribbling down his chin.
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      Elsie dragged her bulk towards the building one painful step at a time. She didn’t need to see her feet to know they’d swelled to double their original size and stubbornly refused to carry her body weight any further. She winced, leaning against a cool metal post near the Fennick Estate entrance. Rivulets of sweat dripped from Elsie’s hairline. She heaved her arm to her brow and gasped for air. Sweat from her forehead glistened on the back of her hand. She glanced around her before wiping the excess down the side of her coat, adding to a few other conspicuous stains.

      A single tear trickled down her cheek. If her mother was still here, she would have told her off for dirtying her coat. But she wasn’t, and Elsie missed her.

      The sounds of traffic, a train, and people shouting made Elsie’s heart race. The quick journey to the corner shop to restock her dwindling supplies had been her first venture from home for at least three years. During his last house call, the doctor only put what she already knew into words. Elsie was eating herself into an early grave. She looked down at her shadow in the late afternoon sun. Even in its length, the bulk was clear.

      Elsie shuffled one unsteady foot forward.

      “Oi, watch it. “

      Two giggling girls dressed in short skirts, each with their school blouse bunched up and tied in a knot around their midriffs, stopped. The first tilted her head to the side, stretched a length of chewing gum, and wrapped it around her finger. Her friend pushed the button for the lifts before joining her.

      “It’s not our fault you take up all the pavement.” She shook her head and directed her attention to her friend. “The state of that. It’s put me off my dinner. I mean, how much have you gotta eat a day to look that gross?”

      The second girl met Elsie’s eyes and grinned. “You should take the stairs, love. I don’t think the lift can take your weight,” the girl shouted, jumping through the closing doors.

      Elsie pushed her way into the entrance of the building with her shopping bags, relieved to watch the girls make their way back towards the shops. She shuffled forwards to the lift and poked her finger at the upward arrow.

      Involuntary tears leaked from her eyes. Dropping a bag, she pulled a tissue from her sleeve and wiped her face. She knew she’d ventured out too soon. She was still in mourning. Elsie lowered her head—her mother’s death was still raw. It had come as a shock. In truth, Elsie had tried to be brave and focused on supporting her mother after the attack. Changing roles with her meant she’d become a carer for her precious mother. But the muggers had seen that the actual damage they’d caused was unseen.

      As her aching joints gave up all hope of holding her upright, the lift stopped in front of her. One ting, and the doors juddered open. A fluorescent light flickered and lit up the internal walls, covered in the red, black, and grey tags left by local gangs, were less than welcoming.

      Elsie entered the lift, easing one shopping bag forward with her foot. Leaning her back against the door, she jammed her body in place and bent to retrieve the bag and its fallen contents from the floor.

      A foul smell hit her as she shuffled further into the lift. Momentarily, she cursed herself for not having the forethought to fill her lungs with fresh air before entering. She gagged, the smell of excrement tinged with a metallic essence hung in the air, leaving an acidic aftertaste on her tongue. Bile rose in the back of her throat, and she gagged. She flung her arm between the doors to halt the lift. In the opposite corner, a bulky navy sports bag sat, partially zipped. The canvas was damp.

      Leaning out into the street, she scanned the area for help. Her breath hitched in her throat as she caught a subtle movement from the bag in her peripheral vision. Unsure of what she’d witnessed, she froze and stared to check for further movement. She edged towards the bag, her pulse pounding in her ears with each step. As she leant closer, the bag’s contents wriggled like a tirade of waves hitting the shore. Elsie held her breath. A vision of a kindle of kittens prepared for drowning tormented her mind. A rush of defiance and anger, directed at monsters who’d tortured innocent creatures in such a way, swept over her. With aching joints, she used the wall for support and finally sat on the cold floor. Cautiously, she edged her torso towards the bag, which had stilled.

      Unsure whether she’d imagined the movement, Elsie tentatively rubbed her fingers over the side of the bundle. A small squeal escaped her lips as if under attack as the force of movement sent the bag so close it touched her leg. The damp canvas texture grazed her skin, leaving a light brown stain. Elsie dared not give thought to the content of the stain. Instead, she outstretched a shaking hand and battled with the zip to dislodge something caught and obstructive. With a last tug, the zip opened. She peered inside the bag. She flinched and withdrew. Instead of fur, which she’d expected to see, her eyes had gazed at smooth, delicate skin. She had to remind herself that if it moved; it was alive. A bloody face with wide, tearful eyes stared up at her.

      Sliding her bulk closer to the entrance, Elsie hit the panel, and the doors responded by attempting to close. The caretaker found her an hour later, slumped on the lift floor, eyes glued to the bag, the doors jarring against her motionless body.
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      Josie kept busy after covering the uneaten meals. After washing her hands on a damp tea towel, she wiped the sides with a tatty dishcloth. She scanned the kitchen and hummed a song she vaguely recognised on the radio before moving to the living room. She picked up a cushion and plumped it between her hands while pacing the floor. The wall clock’s ticking played a tune, which echoed in her head. Each minute that passed felt like a nail hammered into her skull.

      Where were they? For the third time since she realised Josh had followed Mitchell and left the house, Josie leant over the balcony and scanned the square in search of the boys. She shouted their names into the dimming light. As she cried, the breeze carried away her voice, overpowered by the roars of the traffic on the main road. Josie balled her hands and pounded the concrete wall. Should she panic? This was so unlike Josh. He’d grown up to be timid and inhibited, thanks to his father. Josie drew her shoulders back, stood tall, turned on her heel, and headed back into the flat. Ten more minutes and she’d look for them if they hadn’t returned.

      Josie rang her hands in front of her and sighed. Determined to be a responsible parent, she reached under the settee cushions, her fingers grazing crumbs, not the metal corkscrew she needed. She spun from the room and continued her search in the kitchen, skimming through each drawer before slamming it shut. She needed to take control, and for that, she needed to calm down.

      She shook her head and took deep breaths, attempting to clear her chattering thoughts. Are her actions those of a responsible parent? Josie shuddered, imagining the distaste on her mother’s face. Yes, she knew what she’d say verbatim. Look at Josie. A baby bringing up a baby. She won’t be able to manage. As soon as things get tough, she will give up. She has never stuck at anything.

      She straightened up, pushed away her mother’s image, and marched into the hallway.

      “You’re a wonderful mother. Now stop feeling sorry for yourself and bring your son home.”

      Josie grabbed her jacket from the bannister and fumbled through her pockets. She smiled at the jangle of the door keys. While attempting to wriggle one arm inside the jacket, she flung open the door. Hitching a breath, she screamed.

      Her father’s stocky figure filled the door. His plump hand, poised to knock, missed his daughter’s face by millimetres. Instead, he reached out and steadied her shaking arms.

      “Hey, Jo. What’s the panic?” He edged his way inside.

      She stepped back from his grip and toward the door. “I thought you were Josh. I kept calling him for dinner, but he’s not come back.” She moved to the balcony again and leaned over the edge. “Usually, he stays in the square, but…”

      Stan’s arms circled her waist.

      “Jo, it’s fine.” He turned her towards him, gripped her face in his hands, and held firm until she held eye contact. “He’s with your mum. Josh is safe.” He smiled reassuringly, held her hand, and led her along the walkway towards the lifts. “Any minute now.” He nodded towards the lifts. “Josh is keeping her talking. You know how she hates the lifts.” He winked, a smile hovering on his lips before turning his attention back along the balcony.

      As if on cue, the distant mumble of a voice droned like an annoying insect drilled into her head as Irene approached. Josie watched her mother’s adoration for Josh. Her eyes never left his smiling face as he conversed with her in a high-pitched sing-song voice.

      “Then we went to the shop, Nana. Mummy bought us some sweets.” He hung his head. “But we can’t have them ‘til we’ve eaten dinner.”

      “What, you haven’t eaten dinner yet?” She glanced at her watch and shook her head. “It’s seven o’clock. Dinner time's been and gone.”

      Josie noticed Irene’s frown and the hitch of disapproval in her voice. Her relationship with Irene was unorthodox. From a young age, she had insisted Josie call her Irene. She’d never explained her reluctance to be known as her mother, but seemed to have no problem answering to Nana. Hugs and cuddles were rarities, and at best, Josie felt like an inconvenience in her mother’s life. Once Josie hit puberty, any seeds of a relationship planted in her younger years shrivelled from lack of emotional support and a heavy apathy on both sides.

      Josh bounced towards her along the walkway. “Mum, Nana’s here. Can I have the sweets now?”

      She outstretched her hand and grinned. “Dinner first. Then sweets, if I can remember where I hid them.” She ruffled his hair and led him through the door.

      “Tea?” Her lips tightened in an artificial smile as she acknowledged Irene for the first time.

      “Milk, one sugar. I’m trying to cut down.”

      Irene slipped off her jacket, folded it neatly, and placed it over the back of the settee. She ran her hands down her petite body, flattening unseen creases from her coordinated outfit.

      “Sorry, Irene, I’m out of dark blue and red cups.” As she walked from the room, her mouth relaxed into a grin that lit up her eyes. She knew the next thirty minutes would be difficult for Irene. It was excruciating for her to drink from cups that didn’t coordinate with her clothes. Initially trivial, it became an all-consuming obsession. An obsession Josie found easy to exploit. What did she gain from hiding the blue and red cups at the back of the cupboard? A subtle sense of control with a tidal wave of satisfaction.

      The microwave tinged in the kitchen and Josh struggled to unfold the chair, then settled down in front of his dinner. She leaned across him and cut the fish fingers before stabbing a chunk and handing his fork over.

      “Just blow it. It’s hot.” She pursed her lips and modelled the action, walked over to the boiled kettle, made the drinks, and carried them on a tray into the living room.

      “So, you spoke to Emily?” she asked, bending to place the tray on a stool she was using as a coffee table.

      Irene passed Stan his coffee and blew on her tea before taking a cautious sip. “When?”

      “When she came for Mitchell.”

      Her parents glanced at each other before Irene lowered her cup.

      “Why would we have seen Emily?”

      “Mitchell was playing with Josh. Surely you saw him?” With a slow shake of her head, Irene looked at Stan, who shrugged his shoulders and took another drink.

      A fleeting chill shot up her spine, and she shouted, “Josh, where’s Mitchell?”

      Josie watched Josh swing his legs back and forth, his head lowered and shoulders slumped, as he replied, “Mitchell went to the other tower. I didn’t want to go.”

      “You left him to go alone? Why didn’t you come and get me?”

      “I said we weren’t allowed. I told him to stay in the square.”

      Josie’s stomach clenched as tears streamed down Josh’s reddened cheeks. She threw herself to her knees, grabbed his arms, and leaned forward, close enough to kiss him on the cheek.

      “Why did he go off?” She loosened her grip, afraid she’d shake the truth from his lips.

      Josh sneaked a wary look at his mum. “We were playing…” Her glare made him stammer. “Hi…Hide ‘n’ seek.”

      “And?” She nodded in encouragement when he stalled for a second.

      “And I counted for a while but didn’t go after him. I could see him between my fingers and saw him run in.” His face coloured more, and he hung his head.

      “Come on now.” Irene laughed and bent by Josh’s side, squeezing him into a reassuring hug. “I’m sure he’s okay. He’s hidden away waiting for you to find him.”

      Josie reached out to the bannister and rose on unsteady feet. With a shaking hand, she grabbed her jacket and slipped it over her shoulders. The neighbour’s music met her as she opened the front door.

      Irene gestured in her daughter’s direction. “You might want to go with her, Stan. Help her look?”

      Songs blared from several windows. A melee of genres met and merged overhead in a battle to be heard. The thrum drilled into her head and disabled logical thought. The distant sounds of sirens mingled with the already deafening sound. Josie’s stomach cramped, and a painful knot tightened with the nearness of the warning sounds. She stumbled forward, her arms outstretched. Stan caught up with his daughter in time to buffer her fall. He soothed her hair and whispered reassurances as the siren wail intensified. She rocked in his arms. Her eyes scrunched tight. Her hands pressed over her ears. Once the crescendo faded into silence, Josie knew it was far worse… a hollow nothingness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Albie Edwards tapped an erratic rhythm on the desk with his fingertips. He had promised Lucy the full works—wining and dining, dancing into the night, and his undying attention. He bowed his head. Lying had become a habit. When they first met, Lucy valued her independence. Their relationship had worked because she remained undemanding. In fact, he believed that, for her, being his plus one was a statement. She got a kick out of playing a part.

      More recently, however, she’d become resentful of his time at work, and they now behaved more like acquaintances than a couple. If he was honest with himself, Albie had deeper relationships with his colleagues than Lucy, which was his preference.

      He picked up the office phone, knowing he could put it off no longer, punched nine, followed by the phone number he could recall in his sleep. He inhaled, grimaced when he heard her voice, then relaxed once he realised the answering machine had invited him to leave a message. Close call, he thought while rattling off excuses for his absence with as much sincerity as he could muster before dropping the phone back in its cradle.

      A cursory knock on the already open door drew him from his thoughts.

      “DCI Masters wants to see you before the briefing.”

      He glanced at the clock then checked his watch. Ten minutes difference. He was sure his watch was losing time.

      “Right, I’d better get a move on then. Do us a
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