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    One 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    ‘You!’ 
 
      
 
    I froze as the voice called from the doorway of the large study, finding me in a place I shouldn’t have been, desperately rattling the window, trying to get it open. But it was firmly locked and I was going nowhere. I was a rat in a trap, caught, doomed to await a decision on the fate of my neck. 
 
      
 
    The owner of the voice entered the room. ‘What the hell are you doing in my house?’ the coiffed middle-aged lady in tweed and pearls asked me, striding in, not at all afraid, only furious. I wasn’t surprised, I don’t exactly look much of a threat: five foot nothing; a hundred and ten pounds, my large brown eyes filled only with terror.  
 
      
 
    I turned to the lady in pearls, trying to explain but no words would leave my lips.  
 
      
 
         ‘Wait there!’ she said and took out her phone, unlocking it to make a call. There was only one number she could possibly be dialling and I stepped toward her, crying, ‘Please! Wait! I’m sorry!’ 
 
      
 
    She looked at me and I knew I had only seconds to act before she made the call. I fell to my knees in utter supplication. ‘I didn’t take anything! You can check me! Please don’t call the police!’ I begged desperately, shaking my ratty old clothes so she could see I wasn’t concealing anything in them. 
 
      
 
    The woman looked back at her phone, deciding whether she wanted to listen to me, the person that had broken into her home. ‘Then why would you do it, if you weren’t going to take anything?!’ she demanded.  
 
      
 
          ‘I was going to take something…’ I began and then I started to cry. ‘But I changed my mind, I couldn’t do it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And why is that?’ The woman asked, suspiciously. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know’ I cried, uselessly. ‘It was stupid, I got desperate.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you still broke into my home with the intent of stealing.’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded and I buried my face in my hands. ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I bet you’re a drug addict’ the woman said. ‘Well, it’s not my job to fund your habit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not a drug addict!’ I said, indignant. I pulled up my sleeves. ‘See for yourself, no track marks!’ 
 
      
 
    The woman had a quick look at my fresh arms and then looked back at my tear stained face. ‘Why did you break in here, then?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It doesn’t matter’ I told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Then I have to report this’ the woman declared. ‘You’re leaving me no choice.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Wait! It’s my son… Look, if you’re going to call the police, can you please let me speak to his social worker first. If I’m not coming home…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s wrong with your son?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘There’s nothing wrong with him at all’ I said, defensively. ‘He’s just different, that’s all. But the schools, they don’t understand him. The teachers can’t handle him, so I’m home schooling him. But that means I can’t work and I can’t stretch the social payments very far. They turned the electricity off this morning and I’m being evicted in three weeks.’ I broke down, I couldn’t go on. And then I found the strength to make one important request. ‘Just call social services, ask for Mrs Brent. She’ll be able to go to him and explain, get him somewhere else to stay.’ 
 
      
 
    The woman looked at me for a long moment and then her shoulders fell out of their tight pose. She looked at her phone and then she slipped it back into her pocket. ‘How much do you need?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ I asked, amazed.  
 
      
 
          ‘For your rent and electricity?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Just give me the number’ the woman requested, tiredly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Around four hundred.’ 
 
      
 
    She went to the ornate mahogany desk at the other end of the room and got out a cheque book. She began to scribble. ‘I’m making it to cash.’ 
 
      
 
    She tore it off and handed it over. The amount was a thousand pounds ‘I can’t take that’ I told her. ‘I broke into your house, it’s not right.’ 
 
      
 
    She shoved it in my hand. ‘Yes, you can.’ 
 
      
 
    I handed it back. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Just take it.’ The woman said. ‘A mother needs to be able to look after her children.’ She held it out. Through fresh tears, I managed to take it. ‘Thank you’ I whispered. 
 
      
 
          ‘Please, don’t thank me’ she said. ‘But you must swear to me that you’ll never do this again. There’s organisations to help. I’ll give you a list.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked down the street from the enormous mansion of the woman who’d given me a thousand pounds, my tear stained face dipped low in shame. 
 
      
 
    Until I was around the corner. And then I lifted my head high. The woman in the house, Jane Neville, was probably feeling pretty good about now. But I was feeling better. 
 
      
 
    Jane was from old money, and she spent her days organising high-end charity fund raisers for women’s organisations. I knew that because I’d spent days googling her, putting together a profile before I broke into her house and waited to be caught, sob story at the ready. My tale, of an imaginary mother struggling to raise a kid alone, was built just for her. I’m not exactly an Oscar worthy actress, nor am I a skilled spinner of yarns but it’s not about a great story or a flawless performance. It’s knowing who you’re selling to and what they’ll buy. That’s my skill, designing the lie that hits you right in your soft little centre. That’s how I got a grand of free money and Jane Neville got to feel extremely pleased with herself. Win-win. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that logic wouldn’t fly for some people. But you know what? That’s just fine with me. You don’t end up in my line of work because you need to be liked. I have my own idea of what’s too far. That’s all that matters as far as I’m concerned. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, I never take money from the vulnerable. Old people, poor people, kids, disabled people. I don’t touch them. Vain, with too much money and looking for any opportunity to feel pleased with themselves? That’s another matter. Vain is my bread and butter. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, I don’t take more than anyone can afford to lose. Because they choose the sum. I give them a small, token amount and then I let them decide how badly they want to play Daddy Warbucks to my little Orphan Annie. Sometimes they don’t raise the amount, and the occasional tight bastard will give me less than I ask for. But usually, they’ll at least double it. But it’s all up to them, including the option to call the police, an opportunity that to date, no one has ever taken up. 
 
      
 
    Thirdly, I never really take money, I let others give it and that’s a notch up from basic thievery. I very rarely stoop to that, unless I’m in a real bind. I could have just broken into that woman’s house and taken ten times that worth in jewellery. And why didn’t I? Because I don’t want to leave anyone feeling angry, upset, violated.  
 
      
 
    That’s not because I care, necessarily. The main reason I keep things sweet is that it leaves my mark a lot less likely to report a crime, which means no reports stacking up, no investigation that leads to my door. It’s not a crime if you don’t know it’s a crime. That would be my motto, if I had one. So, if I get my job right, you’ll never even know you got taken.  
 
      
 
    Doesn’t always turn out that way. It’s a risky business, what I do, and you never truly know what you might walk into when you step into the home of a stranger. I didn’t know that then, when I scammed Jane Neville. But I was to find it out quite soon after. 
 
      
 
    The thing I want to talk about, it started on a Tuesday morning. Not a time you expect your life to be rained down on by a category five shit-storm. But then, when is a fitting time to ruin your own life with one stupid mistake? 
 
      
 
    I was in the waiting room of the A&E department at Medford Hospital. No, hold on, I need to go back even further. I can’t start with getting my arm x-rayed. I need to explain why I was there in the first place.  
 
      
 
    I’ll start a bit earlier, the previous night. It was a Monday and I was in a lesbian bar, Liquorice. It’s my regular, and unbeknownst to her, Jane Neville was buying the drinks.   
 
      
 
    I got talking to a girl with a bullring in her nose, Emma. She was a pretty girl, if not the brightest, but I thought ‘Why not?’ She seemed keen to blow the popcorn stand so I agreed to go to hers for a ‘Nightcap.’ 
 
      
 
    We got ten steps outside the bar and then I heard it. Somebody running at me. I turned to the sound but it was already too late. I was off my feet, pinned to the ground and some woman shouted, ‘Who the fuck’s this?’ She wasn’t shouting it at me, it was directed at Emma. That’s right. Emma had a girlfriend. And she was a bit upset to see her one true love being escorted from the bar, into the night and by insinuation, into bed.  
 
      
 
    So there she was, sitting on my chest, a fair amount of her weight on one of my arms too which was really starting to hurt, so I turned to Emma, who had gone into a state of shock and asked politely, if woozily, ‘Would you mind?’ 
 
      
 
    Emma came to and dragged the woman from my chest, yelling, ‘Robyn, you psycho! This is why I want to break up!’ 
 
      
 
    But Robyn, who I was getting a better look at now that she wasn’t constricting my breathing, and looked like she could deadlift a Holstein, was not about to be shamed. ‘You can’t keep doing this to me! My therapist told me that I deserve to be loved properly!’ 
 
      
 
    I was semi-interested in how things would turn out between Emma and her paramour. But I also enjoyed breathing, so I decided I’d better take my increasingly painful arm and leave them to their theatrics.  
 
      
 
    I began to gradually back away, trying not to alert anyone to my movement. But as I moonwalked up the street, Robyn, mid blazing row, turned and spotted my escape attempt.  
 
      
 
          ‘Where do you think you’re going, slut!?’ she shouted. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to consider replying something to the effect of I didn’t think it was alright for one woman to call another woman a slut, that it’s patriarchal language meant to keep women down. But then I realised that her screamed insult was unlikely to be the start of a respectful dialogue and was much more likely a rhetorical question meant as the segue to a beating, so I abandoned the smooth exit and simply bolted. After all, I’m a lover not a fighter. But I heard her coming for me, those angry pounding feet coming at me again. 
 
      
 
    But this time, I had an advantage. I was scared shitless. That’s what fear is for, to protect you from potential predators. You get that boost of adrenaline and you can practically fly.  So I’m running as fast as I can – I wouldn’t beat Usain Bolt but I might keep pace with him - and eventually, I put some distance between myself and Robyn’s angry stomping.  
 
      
 
    I walked home without further incident, doing the arm equivalent of a limp (which is just kind of holding your arm and rubbing it) and climbed gingerly into bed, hoping to wake to a simple bruise.  
 
      
 
    But when I woke at six in the morning to a pain I’d never known down my left forearm, I knew I was going to have to get it checked.  
 
      
 
    And that’s how I ended up going to the hospital, where I met Dr Beth Carmichael. That’s not the bad bit. Mostly not, anyway. It’s complicated. You see, the thing about Beth is…  You know what, I’ll circle back around to that.  
 
      
 
    Because I also met Patrick King. The man who would go on to burn my world to the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
    There’s a certain type of fantasy woman. You know the kind I mean. She’s hot, she’s flawed, you know you can’t trust her but you can’t seem to stay away. She’s ‘The Bad Girl.’ 
 
      
 
    In my life, I’ve never chosen this vixen who reeks of trouble, the woman who will make you feel good in the short run and extremely bad very soon after. I make my choices based on much more reliable factors than animal attraction. I can do that because I know the human body. Four years of med school taught me all the dirty little tricks it likes to play, the lies it will tell you if you’re silly enough to listen. 
 
      
 
    You know that feeling, when you meet someone you’re attracted to and your palms get sweaty and your heart starts racing? That’s dopamine. If you’re not up on dopamine, it’s a neurotransmitter, a chemical that plays a part in controlling the brain’s pleasure centres.  So when you have chemistry with someone, that’s completely literal. It’s not ‘True Love’ making you crave that person, it’s dependency on a chemical in your brain that gives you a shot of pleasure.  
 
      
 
    That’s why I choose women based not on what my body says, but my intellect. A nice girl. Polite, attentive, always texts you back, happy to meet your friends, never late for dates. You can build something real with a person like that. In theory. Doctors don’t have a lot of time to nourish fledgling relationships into full grown marriages, so mine often tend to die on the vine. At least, I think that’s the problem. If pressed, that’s my go-to excuse at any rate. ‘Too busy with my job and no, I don’t need to be set up but thank you, kind friend!’  
 
      
 
    So yes, I know what the traps are but I haven’t quite figured out the rest of it. The bit where it works. But I know this. Profound sexual attraction, it will break you in the long run. It will blind you to the reality of a person. It will cause you to make the most deeply poor life choices.  
 
      
 
    If your still not convinced, I’ll tell you one last thing about dopamine. It’s the same thing that creates drug addiction. So when you go looking for that feeling, remember, you’re no different from a heroin addict. It’s precisely the same high you’re chasing, albeit through more socially acceptable routes.   
 
      
 
    But then, on a Tuesday morning, I met her, the purveyor of those terrible highs. Trouble and sex all wrapped up in one intoxicating package. She was wearing a tightly fitted t shirt and jeans, a pair of high heels that made my eyes water just to look at them, a blood red raincoat dangling from her hand. She was sitting in exam room 3, one leg slung over the other, waiting for me to take a look at her x -ray.   
 
      
 
    I’ve always had a vague notion of her, my ideal, but I didn’t know the exact colour of her eyes, the slant of her nose, the precise tone of her skin, the shade of her lips, her specific measurements. But when I saw Gracie Bloom, I thought ‘Oh. That’s what you look like.’ That’s how easy it was. One minute she was something in my mind, a collection of electrical impulses. The next, she’d climbed out of my head and was sat in front of me.  
 
      
 
    She was about five foot but curvaceous with it, the plain black t-shirt she wore fitted her like she’d been sown into it. She had an expressive, heart shaped mouth that was quick to smile, the kind of bee stung lips that always look like they were seconds away from kissing you. Her eyes were rich mahogany, warm, yet illusive.  Her nose was aquiline, large, but she wore it well.  
 
      
 
    Then we come to the hair which was thick, lustrous, wavy, cocoa coloured, shampoo-commercial hair. Her skin was olive and without fault, but for one deep line in her forehead. That line was her only flaw but to me it wasn’t a flaw at all. It told me that although this woman looked like she could ease through life, being offered the world on a platter, that wasn’t quite true. And for that reason - that it indicated a human being underneath her exquisite visage - that line was the thing I found sexiest of all. 
 
      
 
    Look, I know what you’re going to say. ‘But what about dopamine and all your other cold little theories, Beth? Because it’s not making you be any less of a horn dog than the rest of us, is it?’ Well, to that I say, ‘What about MHC dissimilarity?’ Because everyone has some idea of a type, particular things that fire off the senses, for reasons we can never be sure of. But the theory of MHC dissimilarity says attraction is based on the recognition of differing immunity genes from your own, evolution’s way of ensuring the strongest species, made up of the most varied of its offspring from generation to generation. The humans that will live longest and strongest. If that’s true, then maybe that’s what happened when I looked at Gracie. I recognised someone with whom I could have the strongest offspring.  
 
      
 
    That’s laughable for obvious reasons, but the human body can’t be expected to be on point all the time. And mine is no different, no matter how I try to intellectualise it. It still does what it wants. And it did what it wanted when I met Gracie. The only difference was that usually; I could choose not to listen. And Gracie made me listen to my body. I immediately resented her for that. 
 
      
 
    And everything I knew, everything I’d learned, the foundation of knowledge that I’d built my entire life on, collapsed to the ground in a matter of hours of meeting her.  I demolished it myself. For Gracie damn Bloom. 
 
      
 
    But back to the moment, back to sweaty palms, back to a woman with hair that I wanted to bury my face in. I walked into the room and after my body did its little dance, I grabbed hold of her chart. Because I was a doctor (I suddenly remembered) and I slipped into my professional persona, shifting the woman inside to somewhere dark where she couldn’t cause trouble. Diagnose, treat, move on.  
 
      
 
    I took a moment to notice she was thirty-two, a UK resident who apparently had no GP. Unusual. 
 
      
 
          ‘Grace Bloom?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Call me Gracie’ she said with an easy smile, her voice dripping with sultry self-assurance. And that feeling, that sensation of being utterly buggered somehow, came back. But I didn’t reply, I just looked down at her notes. Dopamine, I reminded myself, trying to get control of my idiotic body, nothing but neurones. ‘Your arm isn’t broken’ I told her. ‘It’s a hairline fracture.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you sure?’ she asked, amazed. ‘Because it feels like hell.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Hairline fractures can be quite painful. Take some ibuprofen, get some ice on it and favour your right for a while. It’ll feel normal in a week or so.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But doc, I’m a southpaw’ she protested, wryly. I suppressed a smile, looking back down at the chart, lest she realise the affect she was having. I started to get quite angry at myself about then. She was only a person, for crying out loud. And I’m not hard up for attention. I’ve met beautiful women before, even had a few of them as girlfriends. And yet, in the face of this particular beautiful woman, I felt like I’d just hit puberty. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is there anyone who can help you get dressed while you heal?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
    Gracie gave the faintest of smiles and said, ‘Are you asking if I’m single?’ 
 
      
 
    I nearly dropped the chart. 
 
      
 
          ‘There’s no one’ she answered herself, letting me off the hook. ‘But I’ll cope by myself. Lifelong habit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright’ I said, resisting the urge to wipe my moist palms on my white coat. ‘I can prescribe you some meds now or you can just get something over the counter. Up to you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Let’s go with the hard stuff, since I came all this way.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine’ I said and grabbed a pad from my pocket, writing her a script for extra strength ibuprofen. I ripped it off and passed it to her. I felt her finger touch my thumb and it caused a slight twinge of tachycardia. Or as the romantics would put it, my heart quickened.  
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks…’ Gracie said, reading my ID ‘…Dr Carmichael.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth’ I said involuntarily.  
 
      
 
          ‘Beth’ she repeated with a smile. ‘That’s pretty. Well, see you around’ she said, stood and walked out, glancing over her shoulder with the briefest of devilish smiles.  
 
      
 
    Once I was certain she was fully out of the range of my voice, I let out the largest sigh, releasing the tension that had built to a shocking degree in a few short minutes. I felt like someone had driven a car into me and then peeled away. Gracie Bloom, hit and run. I didn’t know whether to be glad or sad that I’d never see her again. If I broke it down, I suppose I was happy about it from an intellectual standpoint while my body was screaming ‘You fool! Get her number!’  
 
      
 
    But I didn’t do that. I just went on with my rounds.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    I walked out of the examination room and went to the coffee machine, still holding the prescription in my good hand. I pushed some coins in and punched the buttons for a tea that I didn’t really want. But I was giving her a chance to come after me. Dr Beth Carmichael.  
 
      
 
    I knew it was stupid. People like me don’t mix with people like her. She’s what I call ‘A plan person.’ She has a path in life. Even if she hadn’t been in that white coat, (which completely did it for me, I won’t lie) I’d have read that about Beth in an instant. That kind of person, substantiality is written all over her. She’d found me attractive, I read that much. But I don’t have a roadmap for life. I barely know what’s around the next corner. And she would have smelled that right away. Eau de fecklessness.  
 
      
 
    I’d flirted pretty hard but it obviously hadn’t made much of an impact. She probably forgot about me the second I left the room, taking my aimlessness with me.  
 
      
 
    But maybe I should have chanced it, I wondered. Just been upfront, asked for a date on the spot. I could have used a few of my little tricks, made her lose her head, given her a night she’d remember. Just one night with her, it’s the kind of thing that could have been interesting. Even if it was only that. 
 
      
 
    I’m not dumb enough to think beyond that. That’s the thing about being a career criminal who changes addresses - and occasionally names - with regularity. It’s tough to find anyone who wants to be dragged into it. So I lie. I invent a person with a proper job and a permanent address, family, long term friends, a quantifiable human. And that works pretty well for a while but of course, lies have a habit of falling apart if you stick around, so after a few months I tend to start sabotaging, acting like a bitch. It makes it easier to slip out the backdoor, when you’re half pushed anyway. 
 
      
 
    Someone like Beth wouldn’t even last that long. She was a sharp cookie: it was in her eyes. She’s the type to ask awkward questions, poke holes. But still, I would have liked to get that one night. Take a little tour around Beth Carmichael, get the highlights.  
 
      
 
    And she really did look hot in that white coat. Tall, cut glass cheekbones, the dark grey eyes with a shadow of sleeplessness underneath that she somehow rocked. If I was being fancy, I’d describe those eyes as ‘stormy’. That shiny black hair in a ponytail that was all business, that oh-so-serious face with something else swimming just below the surface. A desire to cut loose, maybe? Was she the kind of woman who spends their life being good but secretly wants someone to bring out the devil in them? It’s a cliché, but damn if there’s not a little truth in it. Those women absolutely exist and thank god they do, because they bring me a lot of pleasure. Was Beth one of them? If she was, she would have come out of that room, wouldn’t she? Because I’d been trying to corrupt her, to a very mild degree, the whole time I was with her. Just a smile from the serious doctor, that’s all I’d wanted to achieve. And she wouldn’t give it to me. So I guess there was an answer in that. 
 
      
 
    But as I stood at that machine, sipping terrible tea, I gave up on Beth. I threw my cup in the bin, leftover tea slopping all over, and I left Beth’s domain, headed for the exit. 
 
      
 
    Between me and the exit was the children’s ward. I was just passing through; I wasn’t looking for a mark. But as I walked down the hall, I saw this guy. He was early fifties, a little pudgy, wearing a bit thin on top, expensive suit and a clown’s nose, performing magic tricks for a group of kids. I paused to watch for a second, just in case he was any good. But it was the standard fare, coins from behind ears, disappearing wand, the kind of shit that could only impress a kid. I was about to leave when someone behind me spoke. 
 
      
 
          ‘Isn’t he amazing?’  
 
      
 
    I turned to see a middle-aged nurse watching the well-dressed clown with admiration.  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, he’s no David Blaine’ I remarked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I mean, that he gives his time like this. I don’t know how he does it. He’s a CEO, you know.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That so?’ I said, re-evaluating. I’d clocked the suit but I’d assumed he was simply a fashion-conscious doctor. But now I was looking at his wristwatch, which had to cost at least ten grand. And the shoes, they were alligator leather. Ugly as hell but not cheap. His pocket square was not something you could find in Topman. 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess he wanted to give something back’ the nurse blathered. ‘He’s here every week, just to make the children smile.’ 
 
      
 
    A man with too much money and just enough guilt to make him become a part time do-gooder? If life was a cartoon, I’d have heard the sound of a cash register clanging open. 
 
      
 
          ‘What company does he work for?’ I asked the blabbermouth nurse.  
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ she asked, a tad icily. 
 
      
 
    I turned with a ‘Just us girls’ smile. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to step on your toes. Just curious.’ 
 
      
 
    The nurse blushed, caught out. ‘It’s Utech.’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded and turned back to watch the CEO of Utech pretending to bend a spoon. Maybe this day didn’t have to be a dead loss after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    After I’d seen a woman with a pen lid stuck up her nose (I didn’t ask any questions about how it got up there), I was due a break. If it had been a Saturday night, I wouldn’t have gotten it. But it wasn’t too crazy in A&E that morning so I was actually able to take half an hour. I headed for the cold drinks, I was flagging and an energy drink would make up the deficit. I’d be more tired later, but I was prepared to pay the price for the spike. 
 
      
 
    As I walked toward the doctor’s lounge, past the large glass windows that looked out onto the patient carpark, I hoped I wouldn’t see any junior doctors wearing that wide eyed panicked look, bee-lining toward me to save them from some gap in their knowledge, coming to rob me of my smidge of free time. I wanted to decompress, to process my morning. You’re going to think that what I really mean was that I wanted to think about Gracie, but that’s not true. She was in the mix, but so was the woman with the pen lid and the child with the knee ripped open on a chain link fence and the lady with the asthma attack and the teenager with the broken collarbone and the old man who cracked his eye socket tripping on a loose paving stone. I’m not some dewy-eyed fool. I had more to think about than the sexiest woman I’d ever met in my life. 
 
      
 
    Re-examining that last statement, I can see that perhaps it might indicate a reluctance to accept that actually, she’d made a bigger impact than I’m willing to admit. But you’re wrong. And when I looked out of the window and saw Gracie having difficulty getting into her car, her right arm obviously giving her trouble, I didn’t run down to help her. Anyway, I help people for a living, if you’re going to keep grilling me like this. It was nothing more than a brisk stroll down five flights of stairs and four hallways. No bother at all. I needed the air. And anyway, I thought she’d probably be gone by the time I got down there. 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t gone, she was still fiddling with the car door.  
 
      
 
          ‘Need a hand’ I asked and she whipped around, shocked. When she saw it was me, she relaxed. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry’ I said, not having meant to frighten her. ‘I was passing’ I lied. ‘Looked like maybe you weren’t “Coping”.’ 
 
      
 
    That made her smile, that I remembered her reference to her earlier insistence of independence. And then she turned back to her car and said ‘I’ve actually lost my keys so I was trying to jimmy the lock. But I don’t think it’s going to work. I’ll have to call someone out.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh’ I replied. And then I didn’t really know what to do. But Gracie was more than capable of closing the silence. 
 
      
 
          ‘Could take a while to get someone out. Are you…’ she left the sentence hanging and I had no idea what question she was trying to ask. After an interminable pause she finished, ‘…On the clock?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m on my break, actually’ I replied. I still didn’t get what she was driving at. 
 
      
 
          ‘Would you keep me company then? While I wait for a locksmith?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
    You’re going to say I wanted this to happen. That it’s why I came to help, in the hopes of this exact thing occurring. And I suppose it’s silly to deny it. But I want to make it clear that I also did not want this to happen. That’s the super-ego at work. Freud didn’t get everything right but I think he nailed the structural model of the psyche. If we’re made up of an id, ego and super-ego, then the id is the part that works in tandem with the neuron receptors, that part that wants what it wants, when it wants it and doesn’t care what the repercussions are. The thing you want versus what you know you shouldn’t do. You let that part take charge and you’re really in trouble. Buy now, pay later.  
 
      
 
    But I’ve always felt I had quite a highly developed super ego. It wins ninety-nine times out of a hundred.  
 
      
 
          ‘Sure’ I replied to Gracie. 
 
      
 
    Stupid id. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cafeteria of the hospital isn’t exactly known for its ambience. But it didn’t matter. Even though we were sitting in poor lighting with mediocre beverages at a formica table, Gracie defied the averageness of the room. She had her own atmosphere, carried with her wherever she went. It crackled, like the air before a storm.  
 
      
 
          ‘How long have you worked here?’ she asked me. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve been at the A&E about eighteen months. I was in general practice before that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh? What made you switch?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess I needed a little more excitement. I never know what’s around the corner here.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You like excitement?’ she asked, lacing the question with flirtatiousness.  
 
      
 
    I knew what she was doing. I’m not some amateur. She was playing her trump card. She was sexy and she knew it. I decided to ignore it. 
 
      
 
          ‘I like to know I’m helping. There’s an immediacy to A&E, you help people on the spot, when they need you the most’ I replied neutrally. ‘I like that feeling.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Very humanitarian’ she said, tapping a nail against her cup. 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you do for a living?’ I asked, realising I knew absolutely nothing about her, other than the fact she had a hairline crack in her radial bone. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m in sales’ she answered quickly.  
 
      
 
          ‘What kind of sales?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Lots of different things.’ 
 
      
 
    If she thought that was an answer, I didn’t agree. ‘What does that mean, exactly?’ 
 
      
 
    She raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you really care about my job?’ 
 
      
 
    I was slightly taken aback by her forthrightness. But I can’t say I hated it. ‘Not if you don’t.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It pays my bills and that’s all I can say about it.’ She glanced around. ‘Is this place like they make it seem on TV?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Depends on what show you’re watching.’ 
 
      
 
    And then Gracie smiled in a slow, deliberate fashion. ‘How about the ones where doctors are constantly having sex in the on-call rooms?’ 
 
      
 
    I gave a short, shocked laugh. ‘If the doctors here are doing that, they’re not involving me’ I stuttered. 
 
      
 
    Gracie pursed her lips. ‘Then they’re not. Because someone who looks like you would be getting invites around the clock.’ 
 
      
 
    I’d like to tell you I batted away her obviously suggestive comment. Or, at the least, that I didn’t react to it. But I can’t. Because I was mid-drink when she spoke. And I started to choke. 
 
      
 
    Gracie’s eyes went wide as I tried to cough up the liquid that had diverted itself to my trachea instead of my oesophagus.  
 
      
 
          ‘Are you alright?’ she asked, concerned.  
 
      
 
    I managed to contain my embarrassing coughing long enough to say, ‘Wrong pipe’ as I wiped a tear from my eye.  
 
      
 
    She reached over and patted me on the back, a comforting touch that did nothing to relieve the pain in my throat. But I let it sit there as the spell passed. It felt good. Actually, it felt electric. It was the kind of touch that could send a person halfway around the bend. 
 
      
 
    I had this terrible feeling in my stomach that I was about to do precisely that. Go mad. For her. Or at the very least, I was willing to, if she’d only let me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Beth found me in the carpark, I was indeed breaking into a Mercedes Benz. I didn’t feel like waiting for a taxi and you wouldn’t get me on a bus if you had me at gunpoint.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t count it as a real theft, I was just borrowing it. And almost everyone with a car has insurance. Their premiums will go up but boo-fucking-hoo. I was having a shitty day and I wanted to feel better. Taking things from people with a lot of money has always been my tonic. I had my eye on Patrick King but I was still a little irritated and I needed a short-term fix. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t figure out why I couldn’t seem to get the doctor to show her hand in that exam room. What was her problem? Was she straight or something? No, I know what someone looks like when they fancy me. It’s an eye thing, a body thing. You just read it. She’d wanted it and she’d pretended she didn’t. It pissed me off. 
 
      
 
    So I was jiggling my wire coat hanger, clipped into a hook at one end – I always keep it on me, just in case-  trying to catch the lock of the 1998 Benz. The hanger doesn’t work on newer cars and I’m too lazy to upgrade my skills. Plus, older cars are far less likely to have alarms. It should have been simple. But I was working one-handed and it was taking too long. If I can’t do it in under twenty seconds, I walk away. Usually. But that doctor, she was getting under my skin. Who the hell did she think she was? She thought she could do better than me? Maybe so. Maybe that was the reason I couldn’t walk away from the Merc. It was supposed to be a fuck you to the world and it was only reinforcing that feeling of being on the outside, looking at a place you wanted to be, but would never be. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes in, I was still trying to break the lock. I was seriously playing with fire by that point. I could almost feel the hand of a security guard, coming down on my shoulder. But I couldn’t leave it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Need a hand?’ 
 
      
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin but when I turned, it wasn’t some beefy guy who couldn’t pass the police exam and was coming to take it out on me. It was Beth.  
 
      
 
    For a second, I thought she knew what I was doing. But after taking a moment to assess, I felt relatively safe that she had no idea what she had walked into. She was missing that straightness to her spine of someone on alert, the suspicion that always shows in the line of the mouth and the arch of the brow. It wasn’t there. She was just being friendly. She wanted to help.  
 
      
 
    I wanted other things. And what am I if not an opportunist?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the cafeteria, we did the usual dance of job talk, which I evaded without too many problems. Vague is the key. And then I went on the offensive. I’d been too subtle before. I wasn’t about to make that mistake again. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is this place like they make it seem on TV?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Depends on what show you’re watching.’ 
 
      
 
    I went for the kill. ‘How about the ones where doctors are constantly having sex in the on-call rooms?’ 
 
      
 
    She looked shocked for a second and I thought I’d stepped too quickly, too far. But then she laughed. ‘If the doctors here are doing that, they’re not involving me.’ 
 
      
 
    I leaned in, catching her eye. ‘Then they’re not. Because someone who looks like you would be getting invites around the clock.’ 
 
      
 
    And then she started to choke on her drink and I felt like an idiot. She wasn’t some drunk girl in a bar. She was a doctor and we were in the hospital where she healed people. And I was practically propositioning her. It was then that I realised I hadn’t had a real conversation with someone for a long time. A ‘real conversation’, for my purposes, is one where I’m not looking for the advantage, not trying to scam anything out of a person. Material goods, cold hard cash, sex. These were the currencies I’d traded in for far too long. I’d forgotten how to simply talk to someone. 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you alright?’ I asked her and I put a hand on her shoulder without thinking.  
 
      
 
    She looked up as she collected herself and she smiled. It was the first real smile I’d gotten out of her and it had been in response to an honest moment of concern. At that moment, I made a snap decision. I was going to drop the Patrick King thing. It wasn’t as though I needed the cash that desperately. I’d just been looking for something to turn my day around. And Beth did it in an instant.  
 
      
 
    Before you go thinking that one smile from a pretty woman had straightened me out (so to speak), don’t. It was a small decision, made quickly. I wasn’t about to change my ways and get a legitimate job, all that normal people crap. It was just that today had picked up and therefore I didn’t need to run a con. Because, as you’ve no doubt begun to realise, I don’t just do it for the money. I do it because I’m good at it. Everyone needs to be good at just one thing. And my thing was playing people. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t want to play Beth, I realised. I just wanted to know her. 
 
      
 
    She sat up, red-faced, apologetic. ‘That was your fault’ she admonished me with a small smile. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re right’ I said, honestly. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into me today.’ 
 
      
 
    She brushed down her top, the flecks of liquid on her polka dotted shirt wiped away to leave her pristine, as before. ‘I think I should ask… Are you flirting with me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is that unclear?’ I replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I suppose it isn’t. Let me rephrase. Are you flirting seriously or are you just trying to entertain yourself while you wait for the locksmith?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What if it was serious?’ I asked, trying not to be flirty, trying to be square with her. ‘What if I asked for your number? And then… What if I texted you later, to hook up tonight?  
 
      
 
    She looked at me for a second and I had no idea how she was going to reply. But then she took her phone out, unlocked the pad and handed it to me without a word. I composed a quick text and sent it to myself. 
 
      
 
    I’ll take that as a yes. 
 
      
 
    I texted it to my own number and handed it back to her, the message still up on the screen. She looked at it and then at me, a smile in her eyes. ‘I’m so glad you use proper grammar in text messages.’ 
 
      
 
    That charmed me. I decided to stand, wanting to leave on the close. Never talk past the yes. That’s what salespeople say, real ones, not liars like me. But it’s applicable to all sorts of situations.  
 
      
 
          ‘So, what time do you finish tonight?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘On till eight’ she said. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll text you later, maybe I could pick you up from here?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wouldn’t mind a chance to go home, get ready first.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t need to do a thing. You look hot as you are’ I declared. Her mouth fell open slightly and I walked away, leaving her agape. I never could resist a good exit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t mean to give her my number. I also didn’t mean to agree to a date. I don’t need to explain why at this point, do I? 
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of my shift wondering if this was the worst idea ever. And then my sister, Suzy, called me. She’s younger than me, by five minutes. We’re twins but no one even realises we’re sisters most of the time. And we’re physically identical. I think the difference in our personalities is just so wide, it makes us look like we come from different plants. She’s an artist, a free spirit, and many other things I’m not. 
 
      
 
          ‘Unless it’s an emergency…’ I started, en route to my next examination. 
 
      
 
          ‘It is, Spock, seriously.’ 
 
      
 
    She thinks it’s funny to call me that because I’m a doctor and I favour logic. I find it reductive but the more I protest, the more she says it. ‘How much?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘A hundred would cover me. The camper’s out of gas and we’ve got not food in. Leaf thinks it’s my fault because I didn’t sell enough work at last week’s fair.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And how is Leaf?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine’ she said, quietly. 
 
      
 
          ‘I hope that’s a real fine and not a ‘He’s being a dick’ fine.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t talk about him like that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why not? He’s not very nice to you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because he’s my husband!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you do nothing but fight’ I said, knowing this was a pointless discussion. We’d had it too many times. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not true’ she said, her voice lifting to the high pitch it always does when she lies. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You wouldn’t get it, Beth. That’s love. You fight, you make up, you fight, you make up. It’s passion.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s immaturity’ I wanted to say but instead I said ‘Fine. I’ll put the money in your account now, alright?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Cheers, Spock. You’re the best.’ 
 
      
 
    She hung up, probably to throw paint over a canvas and then try to charge fifty quid for it at one of her ‘Art Fairs’.  
 
      
 
    I went into my banking app and transferred the cash, trying not to let the situation get to me. She does this a lot, Suzy. Treats me like her own personal piggy bank. She always says that I don’t spend my money anyway, that I don’t do anything but work. I guess she’s right. 
 
      
 
    And her ‘Husband’, Leaf? It’s not legal. They stood in a river together and did this whole cutting their hands and putting it in the water nonsense, so they could be married in all the rivers in the world. She saw it in a film and thought it was romantic. She always forgets that the movie was about two serial killers who fall in love. But that’s Suzy. She remembers what’s convenient.  
 
      
 
    They row constantly. Suzy calls it love. I call it emotional abuse.  
 
      
 
    About the time I made the transfer, I decided to cancel my date with Gracie. I felt guilty about it, of course I did. But I’m thirty-three. I can’t be wasting time getting into some ‘thing’ with a woman like her. It would end badly. I could feel it.  
 
      
 
    I texted her a quick note. ‘Sorry, have to work late. But it was lovely to meet you.’ 
 
      
 
    That was me trying to be nice. It’s an obvious kiss off, but it’s not a slap around the face. And really, would she care? Wouldn’t she just pick up the next stranger she happened across and forget me in minutes? 
 
      
 
    I suppose I thought it wouldn’t matter, cancelling on Gracie. That it wouldn’t have any consequences. That it wouldn’t leave a trail of destruction that would take your breath away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in the back of the cab, watching YouTube interviews of Patrick King, who was bizarrely prone to tears for a CEO. I watched him cry in three different videos as he talked about his charitable interests, mainly concerning poor kids on other continents. I’d gotten the text from Beth ten minutes ago. Five minutes after that, I googled Patrick’s address and flagged a taxi down. 
 
      
 
    I’d wanted to ask why she’d decided not to go out with me. But I’m not a total idiot. The second I replied to that patronising text, I’d lose. More than I already had. 
 
      
 
    So instead, I chose to win. And that win involved breaking into Patrick King’s house and grifting him for every penny I could. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was about six by the time I found an entrance via a ground level window into a small toilet. No alarm went off. That’s the handy thing about alarms. People don’t normally put them on in the evenings, when they’re at home. Not before bedtime. As long as you’ve got the neck to go in while your mark is still at home, alarms pose no problem. 
 
      
 
    As I squeezed through, I ripped my jeans on the window latch, but I didn’t care. It would play into my game, looking wrecked. Now I just had to find my way to a good position. 
 
      
 
    I crept through the house, but I wasn’t worried about running into kids or a wife. In my research, I didn’t find evidence of much of a life outside of his work and philanthropic concerns. He’d never married. There could be a girlfriend, of course. Or a dog. But as I travelled the hallways of the King spread, there was nothing to suggest a dog who might take exception to my presence. No smell, no hair. A girlfriend still might be in play but having watched the house for an hour before I came in, I didn’t see anything to suggest it. I’d seen Patrick come into the kitchen a few times but he only ever made one drink and one plate of food. I was sure he was alone. I needed him to be, for the play. The more people involved, the harder things become to predict. But me and one middle aged man? Should be cake. 
 
      
 
    I heard sound from the front of the ground level. Music. Patrick was listening to opera. That would make it harder to get his attention, over loud music. 
 
      
 
    And then I realised it was coming from underneath me. The basement. Did he have some kind of recreation room set up down there? Perhaps so he could play music loudly without offending his neighbours? Could be, although there wasn’t another house for half a mile. But if he was underneath me, it would make grabbing his attention easier. All I had to do was pick my window and then stamp on the floor a few times. He’d come running. 
 
      
 
    So I walked into the living room, rather brazen at this point, I’ll admit. This was my favourite part. That build-up, the feeling any performer gets before show time. The curtains were still open and the last of the evening light fell into the room, golden. As I stood, appreciating the light, I began to work myself up. Some people use lemons, onions, well placed tweezers when they need to cry. But I go straight for the real on this. I think about something sad. I tend to vary it so I continue to get impact from the worst shit that has happened to me. This time, I found myself thinking about Gina. I try not to think about her usually, but when I reached for something sad, she was what came. So I used it. 
 
      
 
    I felt the tears begin to well and I held them down, ready for Patrick. I began to rattle a locked window, doing little jogs on the spot while I did it, trying to make a noise that would draw Patrick up the stairs and into my web. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes passed and Patrick didn’t come. The desire to cry was fading. A few minutes after that, and I was tired of waiting. I decided to do some recon, maybe readjust the plan. 
 
      
 
    I walked back out into the hallway, looking for the stairs to the basement. I eventually found them in the kitchen, behind what had looked like a pantry door. But as I opened the door, the opera blasted me in the face and I knew I was on the right track. I crept very quietly down the stairs, around the corner from the room they led to, still hidden. The music abruptly paused and a voice froze me on the spot. 
 
      
 
          ‘No. Now.’ 
 
      
 
    It took me a split second to be certain it wasn’t aimed at me. But then the voice, male, probably Patrick King, went on. ‘That’s what I pay you for, Crabtree. And if you want that money to keep coming, you better understand that you’re never off the clock. This can’t wait.’ 
 
      
 
    The one sidedness of the conversation made it clear it was a phone call. But something disturbing also revealed itself to me in those brief words. It was Patrick’s voice. Except it didn’t sound like the guy I’d watched cry over African orphans. He sounded like a different man. He sounded… Cold. It was about then that I started to feel something I haven’t felt since my earliest days doing this play. Scared. 
 
      
 
    I was caught halfway on his stairs. I wanted to leave. But something else compelled me. I wanted to see what was in the room. What was it that Crabtree needed help with so badly? 
 
      
 
    I’ve imagined that moment many times since. The choice I made to see what was around that corner. And the choice I didn’t make, to walk away with my sanity intact. I’ve wondered what was at the back of that decision. Curiosity? Maybe. Plain stupidity? Probably. A healthy dose of self-destructiveness, a desire to walk into something I couldn’t talk my way out of? You’d have to ask Beth. She knows more about that kind of thing than I do. But sometimes I wonder. 
 
      
 
    But when I peeked around the corner of the stairs to get a bird’s eye view of the basement, I knew I’d made one of the largest mistakes of my life. And brother, that’s not a minor list. 
 
      
 
    Because Patrick was standing over the body of a young man, a puddle of dark, thick blood around his inert head, lying on the floor of what I can only describe as a torture chamber.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps that sounds like poetic license. But I’m not talking about the kind of sex dungeon you might have seen in Fifty Shades of Grey, some tasteful space for a stressed-out businessman to kick back and let off some steam with a simpatico sexual partner or three. No. I’ve been around the block and I’ve seen a thing or two so believe me when I tell you, this was not that.  
 
      
 
    This was a nasty place, full of nasty things, things meant to scar and destroy. At the centre of that horrible room was Patrick King. And he didn’t look panicked or scared, as most people would have looked with a dead man at their feet. He was nothing more than irritated, inconvenienced. And I knew that I’d gotten him so very wrong. Him with the kids? That had been a disguise, camouflage so good that even I, a skilled chameleon, hadn’t seen it. But I saw him now. This was Patrick. The real man. Standing over a corpse, sighing and checking his watch. 
 
      
 
    I froze as I watched him looking his phone. I had another decision to make and this one was a lot less complicated. I was going to get the fuck out of there and pretend none of this had ever happened. If that’s cowardly, I don’t give a shit. I’m no stranger to the dark underbelly of life, but this? It was something else. And all I wanted was to get as far away from it as I could. 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m a stealthy person most of that time. Cat-like. That’s been a skill learned on the job. But as I turned to leave, I guess I was more than a little flustered. I stumbled up a step. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hello?’ I heard Patrick call. My spine went cold at the sound of his voice finding me on those stairs. I gave up on stealth and made a run for it. But the door into the kitchen had closed behind me and I went to open it without thinking, using my left hand and a pain shot up my arm, molten intensity. I let out an unintentional yell and then I heard the footsteps pounding up the stairs behind me and I grabbed the handle again, with my right this time, flying through the door as though my life depended on it. Which I’ve no doubt it did. 
 
      
 
    I heard something fall from my pocket, clattering on the kitchen floor, but I didn’t stop to find out what. I wouldn’t have stopped for anything.  
 
      
 
    And then I was out the backdoor, running into the night. But I was still on the grounds of the house and I needed to get past the large fence. Coming in, I’d found a flower bed to step onto. But on the other side of the fence, there was no such convenient step. I froze for a second, but then I heard the gates opening and lights coming around the corner, up the drive. Patrick was coming from behind me and in front, the person from the other end of the phone call. 
 
      
 
    I did the only thing I could. I jumped into a thicket. I got scratched to hell and covered in dirt, but I was hidden. I probably made it with half a second to spare as the car rounded the bend and lit up the path I’d just been standing on. And then Patrick was there, exactly where I’d been. 
 
      
 
    The man in the car, ‘Crabtree’ presumably, got out and said quietly ‘Where is it?’ 
 
      
 
    Patrick ran up to him and said ‘Forget that. I’ve just had an intruder.’ 
 
      
 
    Crabtree paused. ‘What, just now? Your luck is really not in tonight, is it? Did they see anything?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know, never saw them. Just heard them on the stairs. Think it was a woman, heard her shout.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence and then Crabtree said, ‘We can’t risk it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Agreed’ Patrick said. ‘We need to find her.’ 
 
      
 
    I was never happier to have an empty bladder than I was at that moment. Because the way it was agreed between them, quickly and with ease, that I was to be found and killed, I would have pissed myself with fear. No question. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is she still on the grounds’ Crabtree asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not sure.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, you check the house, I’ll scout around the exterior.’ 
 
      
 
    Their footsteps parted and then I heard Crabtree walking around, his shoes crunching the gravel. A light came on. He was shining a torch around. He drew closer and closer and I watched the light traveling toward me, as though magnetised to my location. I knew that in moments, it would find me. Crabtree’s footsteps got louder as he closed the gap between us, until he was standing less than a foot from me, moving the light to where I crouched, foetal and petrified. 
 
      
 
    And then, a miracle. The second set of footsteps returned and Crabtree turned to them, away from me. Patrick hissed, ‘Crabtree! I found something. I think she dropped it.’ 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see what Patrick had found and I didn’t dare peek out. Whatever it was seemed to interest Crabtree. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t think she’s out here. Have you checked the house?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes. Every inch of it. She’s not in there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ok, if she’s already gone, I can track her with this.’ 
 
      
 
    Track me? It was then I knew what I’d dropped. My phone.  
 
      
 
    My mind raced, wondering what was on there that might incriminate me. I remembered with relief that it was a burner phone, a few weeks old. It didn’t contain anything at all. No email was hooked up to it and I didn’t keep any numbers in it. There was really nothing in there they could use to find me. All I ever did with it was call taxis and takeaways. That was the point of changing phones frequently, that if I ever did drop it at a compromising moment, it wouldn’t betray my identity or location. 
 
      
 
    I heard Patrick and Crabtree begin to walk back into the house and the second I heard the door click shut, I scrambled from the bushes and ran around the corner of the house, to the front of the property. To my endless gratitude, the electronic gate that Crabtree had driven through was still open, forgotten in their panic to find me. I ran through it, free. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t relax, though. I was still quite visible out on Patrick’s quiet, sparsely developed road, and I headed in a direction that I didn’t know at all. Five minutes of sprinting and my heels were killing me so I stopped, slipped them off and carried on running, the shoes in my good hand. More minutes passed and I was still on the giant, rich estate, my feet sore from the pavement. 
 
      
 
    Behind me, I heard the sound of a car engine approach and my heart nearly stopped. But I kept running, sure that I could make out another sound ahead. The beautiful sound of traffic. Traffic meant cars, meant people, meant witnesses, meant safety. I ran, that other engine still growing louder, filling my ears. And then it was upon me and I was still running, but I felt sure it was for nothing, that Crabtree and Patrick King were about to drive directly into me at eighty miles an hour, then drag me into the car boot, dead or dying. But still, I would not stop. My feet were bleeding and I didn’t care. I just wanted to live. And then the car drew level. And stopped.  
 
      
 
    I turned, ready to fight, to blind someone with my shoes if necessary.  
 
      
 
          ‘Are you ok?’  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t Patrick or his henchman. It was a guy of about twenty, with a beard. He looked like gentility itself, simply by virtue of not being Patrick or Crabtree. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m fine’ I said automatically and then realised this man was more than just not-a-murderer, he might be my saviour. ‘Actually, any chance of a lift, just to the main road?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sure’ he said and unlocked his passenger side door. I got straight in and we were off. We drove for several minutes while the man, Mike, asked several questions which I gave untruthful answers to, spinning some tale about being lost, trying to make myself seem like some drunk girl who’d taken after-work-drinks a bit far. And all the while, I was looking in the rear-view for headlights. I never saw them. 
 
      
 
    I guess there’s a chance that getting in the car with a strange guy might have been a frying pan fire scenario, but I was willing to run that risk. After all, the chance of running into three psychopaths in the space of an hour had to be slim. Those odds still existed, don’t get me wrong. But you don’t always get to make a good choice. Sometimes, you just have to play the odds and hope for the best.  
 
      
 
    But Mike wasn’t a psychopath looking to store my head in his fridge. He simply did as I asked, taking me up to a main road where there were pubs and shops and humans, and letting me out. ‘Sure I can’t take you further?’ he asked.  
 
      
 
          ‘No thanks, you don’t know the favour you’ve done me’ I told him truthfully. ‘I’ll be fine from here.’ 
 
      
 
    I waved him off with a smile, put my shoes back on and limped up the street on my bleeding feet, mixing into the crowds, grateful to no power above but to simple fortune. But I didn’t have a lot of time to bask in the afterglow of the largest near miss of my life. Because I remembered something that chilled me to the bone. 
 
      
 
    That phone I’d left behind. The burner with no info on it. I didn’t have that exactly right. In my panic, I’d forgotten that there was something on it. One text message, under the name Beth Carmichael.  
 
      
 
    If Patrick wanted to track me down, it was his only lead. And that meant I’d just taken the target off my own back and put it straight on Beth’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eight 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the end of my shift and I was grabbing my stuff from my locker, ready to get out of there. But I wasn’t nearly as tired as I’d hoped to be, as tired as I was most nights. I felt somehow charged up, with some kind of nervous energy.  
 
      
 
    There were a few things swirling around my mind that might have caused a disquiet. Gracie was among them. She hadn’t texted me back and I decided that meant she hadn’t thought it worth responding to, that she was fine with my rebuff and had made other plans. And that should have been that.  
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t. Some part of me was regretting cancelling. Was it the part that had made an agreement and broken it? Or was it the part that had lost an opportunity?  
 
      
 
    The thing was, I didn’t think it was an opportunity I’d passed up, not in the long run. She wasn’t looking for anything tangible, that was screaming out of her. So what had I thrown away? One night with a gorgeous woman? That shouldn’t cause me to feel anything at all, when you examine it in the abstract. Which is the only real way to look at anything, if you want to make good choices. 
 
      
 
    Still, I was unsettled. And as I walked out of the hospital, my head still trying to get to the route of my unease, I barely glanced up as I crossed the road, headed for the gym on the hospital campus.  
 
      
 
    And that was why I was shocked out of my skin when Gracie suddenly stepped directly in front of me, sweaty, dishevelled, a heel on one of her shoes completely snapped off, saying my name far too loudly for the distance between us. ‘Beth!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Christ!’ I screamed as she pounced, my breath momentarily robbed. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked and then had a thought. Did she still think I was going to go out with her? ‘Did you get my text?’ I asked. But she didn’t look date ready, she looked like she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards. Something was seriously off.  
 
      
 
          ‘Could I have a quick word?’ she asked skittishly, her eyes all over the place, searching for something.  
 
      
 
          ‘What about?’ I asked, baffled. ‘Are you alright? You look-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t have a ton of time, will you just come with me?’ she asked, irritably and now I was starting to get a little annoyed myself. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I’m sorry I cancelled but-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘For fucks sakes, get over yourself, this isn’t about you messing me about’ she exploded. 
 
      
 
          ‘I did not mess you about, I simply decided-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth, I don’t give a shit. I just need you to come with me.’ 
 
      
 
    I was really starting to get quite angry. I could see she was in a state but essentially, she was a stranger trying to take me to a location and she wouldn’t say why. What if she was unhinged? What if she was going to hurt me? All that and more was flying through my mind. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, Gracie, I’m sorry. I’m not going anywhere with you’ I said firmly. And I walked away, into the gym. I didn’t hear footsteps follow me. I assumed Gracie had gotten the hint and was letting it go. If I had any doubts about cancelling on Gracie, that she was trouble, that little scene had laid them to rest. She was clearly unbalanced. Speaking of which, I had a yoga class to get to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    That stubborn bloody woman. I wanted to wring her neck. Here’s me, risking my life to make sure nothing happens to hers, and she can’t even give me ten minutes to explain the situation. I know she didn’t actually know that, but still, I was deeply irked. 
 
      
 
    As I watched her walk into the gym, I nearly left her to it, to take her chances. I came so close, you don’t even know. I even started checking out the carpark, scanning for a car that would be a piece of cake to steal. 
 
      
 
    But in the end, something stopped me. I guess I couldn’t square it, that notion that Beth might end up paying a price for my mistake. He had her number, from which he could quite easily get her home address. I had this vision of Crabtree knocking on Beth’s front door, all polite, asking her about me. And of course, Beth barely knew me. That’s what she’d tell him. And maybe Crabtree would stop being quite so polite. And then Beth would probably get narky, just like she had with me a moment ago. She might try to close the door. And then Crabtree would have a decision to make. Did she honestly not know where I might be or was she lying? If he decided on the latter, he might get rough. He might put a foot in the door and barge his way through and then… 
 
      
 
    I had to try again. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the gym. The receptionist looked up from his desk and took in my appearance, instantly going on alert. I knew I didn’t look great, my jeans were ripped, I was limping on one broken shoe, drenched in sweat, my hair was probably madness itself. Anyone might have blinked. But I was still me, so I played into it. ‘Oh, thank god, you wouldn’t happen to know Beth Carmichael, would you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err…’ he said, obviously not sure if it was the best idea to tell me. 
 
      
 
    ‘I was supposed to meet her for a class, we were never specific which one, but my car broke down a few miles away, I’ve had a hell of a time trying to get anyone out to fix it. And then my phone battery died. But Beth… I don’t know how well you know her but she hates it if you’re late. So I had to run here. I must look crazy’ I laughed. 
 
      
 
    The receptionist broke into a relieved smile and I had him. ‘She just headed into yoga. Second floor.’ 
 
      
 
    I sighed in relief. ‘Thank you, maybe I can still catch her’ I said, walking up to the barrier, locked with a card reader. ‘Oh, you know what? I left my purse too. My ID’s in there…’ 
 
      
 
    He was already pressing the button. ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
      
 
    The barrier flew open and I ran through, crying ‘You’re a star!’ over my shoulder as I went up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    I walked briskly past numerous glass doors, loud music blasting out along with instructors shouting things like, ‘Come on, Gary! Work those quads!’ Definitely not yoga. I kept walking until I came to a class where light tinkling music poured gently out and I looked through the glass. Bingo. The session was just getting started and everyone was sitting in lotus listening to the instructor, Beth among them. 
 
      
 
    So I’d found Beth again but I didn’t really know what to do next. I just knew I had to stop her from going home while I figured out my next move.  
 
      
 
    I walked away from the glass and leaned against a window frame, looking out onto the street. It was the first moment in hours that I hadn’t been running, from Patrick, from Crabtree, to Beth, and I needed to wrap my head around the situation. 
 
      
 
    Most people would have probably headed straight for a police station the second they got away. Makes sense. I saw a murder (probably) and so I should be able to get protection from the police. Right? Wrong. I couldn’t do that. Because, yes, I’d seen Patrick in a compromising situation but how had I seen it? In my own compromising position, breaking into his house to con him out of cash. There was no way to explain the situation I was in without implicating myself in a serious crime. Maybe I could get a suspended sentence if it was just a one-off but talking to the police would put me directly in the crosshairs of an investigation. And if there is some file on me? If a few marks have come forward over the years? It would all be linked together and then we’re talking a good few years until I’m able to shower alone. 
 
      
 
    Prison is better than dead, I know that. But if you’ve ever been in a prison, you know that the margin of better is extremely fucking slim. If there was a chance to avoid jail time, I needed to find it. 
 
      
 
    There had to be some way to evade my aspiring murderers while not putting myself in prison. And protect Beth at the same time. But sitting outside that yoga class, watching everyone getting into downward dog, I hadn’t the faintest fucking clue what it was. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and turned to the window, looking across to the building opposite. The hospital. Just this morning, I’d been sat in there and the biggest problem I’d had was a sore arm. I’d have fractured my other arm in a heartbeat if I could’ve gone back, if it would have stopped me from walking into this ridiculous shit show because of a bruised ego. 
 
      
 
    I consider myself quick on my feet in a crisis, usually able to spin gold even in the tightest spots. But this was something beyond a tight spot and my brain was not playing ball. I had no answers to the question of how to avoid some serious legal problems whilst hanging on to my life. I decided it was a question for later. The most pressing problem was how to get Beth not to go home.  
 
      
 
    Cars came and went in the car park and I barely noticed as a redheaded guy in a cheap suit with a goatee got out and walked into the entrance. But for some reason, I kept looking at his car. Something about it was niggling at me, I couldn’t figure out what.  
 
      
 
    And then it hit me. I’d seen it before. Flying past it as I fled Patrick’s estate, I hadn’t taken time to get the make and model of Crabtree’s car. But I guess it had stuck anyway. The ginger goatee was Crabtree, previously only a voice that had scared the shit out of me. He was here. How the hell had he tracked Beth to her job? And so quickly? 
 
      
 
    The time for contemplation had officially run out. It was now time to go in hard with Beth because we seriously needed to get the fuck out of dodge. I ran to the door of the yoga class and banged my fists against the glass, loudly. 
 
      
 
    The class was in - what I dimly recall from the occasional class I’ve taken - a tree pose. If you don’t know it, you stand with your arms over your head, palms together. And then you stand on one leg, the other leg folded up to get the flat of one foot pressed into your inner thigh. It’s a one-legged flamingo thing and it’s a delicate balance.  
 
      
 
    So when I banged on the door, the person nearest to me – a young guy - looked over in shock and then lost his footing. But he didn’t just fall out of the pose, he fell over sideways. Directly into the person to his left. And then that person fell too, into the person to their left. And so, it went on - the class domino-ing into chaos. The chain finally reached Beth and she went flying, landing on her arse and looking in horror at her fallen yoga buddies, before her eyes reached the door and saw me, waving at her frantically. Her mouth fell open in shock. And then she was up on her feet, coming to the door while everyone moaned and recovered themselves. If I’d pissed her off before, she was livid now. 
 
      
 
    I stepped back from the door as she threw it open and flew into the corridor. ‘What the fucking hell are you doing!’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t really know what I was going to say so I simply opened my mouth and spewed, ‘I realise this is crazy but there’s a guy coming to murder me and he’ll make do with you if we don’t get out of here RIGHT THIS SECOND.’ 
 
      
 
    That stopped her short but she was far from on board. ‘Oh my god. Is this… Are you having some problems?’ she asked, her tone suddenly going disturbingly gentle. ‘Do you need me to call someone for you?’ 
 
      
 
    I clapped my hands to my face. I was trying to save our lives and she thought I needed to be sectioned. This was going to be a tough sell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing outside in that gym corridor, some things were starting to make sense. The way she’d turned up, dishevelled and trying to drag me away. She must have gone off her meds. And if that was the case, I could actually do something.  
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie, you need to come with me’ I told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?! No. You need to come with me’ she protested.  
 
      
 
          ‘Fine’ I said. ‘Let’s go, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie gave me a deep look of suspicion. But she only said, ‘Alright then.’ And we walked down the corridor together, giving each other little looks, not speaking. I grabbed my gym bag from my locker en route. I didn’t think I’d be coming back tonight. 
 
      
 
    Out in the car park, she turned to me. ‘We need to get in your car. You got your keys?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sure’ I said. ‘But first off, I just need to get something from the hospital. Would you come with me?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie’s eyes widened. ‘Beth, we cannot go in there. The man is looking for you.’ 
 
      
 
    The Man? Oh dear.  
 
      
 
          ‘I won’t be long’ I said, striding across the car park, hoping she’d follow. And she did, protesting all the way. ‘Beth, I’m serious. You can’t go in there.’ I was already at the main doors by that point and she stopped short. ‘Whatever it is, leave it. We need to go. Now.’  
 
      
 
    But I kept going. Whatever was going on, she didn’t seem to want to leave me. All I needed to do was get her up to the fourth floor, psychiatric ward, and we could get her assessed. Maybe we could find out what antipsychotics she was on and then give her a dose. I’d wait with her while it kicked in, although it would take a few hours. After that, I could get her prescription filled, see about getting her home if she was feeling steadier. 
 
      
 
    But as I got to the lifts, I turned and she wasn’t with me. I looked back to see that she was still at the doors. There was a look on her face that I couldn’t discern. ‘Gracie’ I called to her and she didn’t move. I suddenly realised that she was looking right past me. I turned to see what she was looking at and there was a man behind me with a ginger goatee and a dark suit. At first, I assumed he was simply waiting for the lift. But then he looked at me and blinked. ‘Are you Dr Carmichael?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err, yes’ I answered, confused. I glanced back to Gracie. But she wasn’t there. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m looking for someone. Someone you might know’ the goateed man told me. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh?’ 
 
      
 
    He took a phone out of his pocket. ‘This belongs to my girlfriend, she’s gone missing, I’m trying to track her down. She left her phone behind but the only thing I could find in it was a message from you.’ 
 
      
 
    He held up the phone and I saw my message to Gracie, my name attached. This was Gracie’s boyfriend? 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re looking for Gracie?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes’ he agreed. ‘Gracie. Have you seen her?’ 
 
      
 
    I was about to point down the corridor, to where she’d last been standing before she’d vanished from view. He might be conversant with her medical history and could help speed up the diagnosis, after all. But something stopped me. It was the guy. There was something off about him. And the idea that he was Gracie’s boyfriend? It was hard to believe. Not that she might not have had one, but this man… I don’t know, it didn’t track somehow. 
 
      
 
    And then I realised I wasn’t even wearing an ID. How the hell did he know who I was from that message alone? 
 
      
 
          ‘I…’ I started, not sure what to do. I looked back to see if I could spot Gracie. But she’d apparently vanished. ‘You know, I’m not sure’ I said to the goateed man, playing for time. 
 
      
 
    He slipped the phone back in his pocket and said, ‘But you saw her today?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I… Yes’ I admitted, not sure how else to answer. She’d been a patient this morning so I wouldn’t mention treating her out of confidentiality but I was on the spot and not the greatest improviser. ‘I saw her. But I’m not sure where she is now.’ 
 
      
 
    The man frowned. ‘Did she come here? What time did you see her?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I really couldn’t say.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why’s that?’ he asked and his tone had jumped. He had sounded like a worried boyfriend a minute ago, but now his manner was more like a debt collector, tracking down someone trying to duck him. 
 
      
 
    It was about then that I decided I needed to get away from this man and find Gracie. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know, it’s not really…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I just need to know if she’s a patient’ he said, leaning in, fixing me with a gaze that made me feel very uncomfortable. I’m not fond of being intimidated so I looked him right back in the eye. ‘That’s not something I could reveal’ I said, coldly. 
 
      
 
    The man licked his lips and glanced around the corridor. And then he turned back to me with a grin that froze my heart. ‘What if I asked really nicely?’ he said, mockingly.  
 
      
 
    It was then that I remembered what Gracie had said before I’d come in.  
 
      
 
    The man is looking for you. 
 
      
 
    This was the man she’d meant. That was suddenly obvious. And I didn’t know what he wanted with Gracie but I knew I couldn’t let him find her. This was a dangerous person. I knew it somehow. Later, I knew why. The limbic cortex is the part of the brain that operates on a more primitive level, the part that gives you instructions for your most basic needs, often referred to as ‘The Lizard Brain.’ It’s called that because it’s all a lizard has in terms of brain function and it tells you when there’s a predator and how to respond. Whether to take flight or fight. It’s easy to ignore, if you’re not tuned in to it. And someone like me, someone that’s spent their life trying to operate on the higher functions, could disregard it quite easily.  
 
      
 
    But all I could think at that moment was that I wanted to get the hell away from this man. And it was so loud, I couldn’t miss it. 
 
      
 
    I suddenly realised where I was. A hospital, with security. I could get him escorted away. After that, I could go looking for Gracie and find out what the hell was going on. 
 
      
 
    But as I began to look around the hallway, trying to find anyone I could send a message to, I was only looking at patients, not staff. I felt a rough hand on my arm. ‘Why don’t we talk about this outside?’ the goateed man was saying. I tried to shake him off but he was stronger than he looked and his fingers gripped down on my arm, hard. ‘Take your hand off me’ I said loudly. People in the hall were starting to look but it didn’t seem to faze him too much.  
 
      
 
    And then I was being dragged down the hallway, toward the exit. ‘Get off’ I yelled, and heads swivelled. The man turned to the people in the hallway. ‘No cause for alarm. Just need to get this person off the hospital grounds. Make way, everyone.’ 
 
      
 
    He was trying to make them think that he was security and he was ejecting me. I had to hand it to him, it was a smart move. Because people actually started to stand aside.  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe it. He was dragging me forcibly from the building and not a single person was going to object. I began to pull away with my whole body but his grip only tightened. We were almost at the doors and I started to scream then. ‘I’m being bloody kidnapped. Will somebody do something?’ 
 
      
 
    And somebody did. 
 
      
 
    I heard a loud clang noise and then the man made an ‘Oof’ sound and his hand dropped off my arm. He was staggering backwards, holding onto his nose, gushing blood. 
 
      
 
    I turned to see Gracie, holding a fire extinguisher. ‘No more arguments’ she said firmly. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
    I turned to look at the man on the floor. He’d been knocked for six but he was already getting to his feet. I turned back to Gracie and nodded fervently and she dropped the extinguisher, grabbing my hand. I let her take it and we flew from the doors, into the car park. 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s your car?’ Gracie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Staff car park’ I replied breathlessly, running through the patient car park, to the multi-story building beyond, Gracie’s hand still in mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eleven 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    As I watched Beth looking for her keys outside her car, stood in the multi-story car park, I would have loved a second to enjoy the fact that Beth and I were safe. But we weren’t. We were in a dark, quiet building. We couldn’t have picked a better spot to be killed. So I was still extremely stressed out. Plus, my arm was killing me, having just used it to ram a fire extinguisher into a man’s face. All in all, I wasn’t in the mood to be patient. 
 
      
 
          ‘Christ, hurry up!’ I commanded. 
 
      
 
    She took a moment to give me a look as she went through her gym bag. ‘I’m going as fast as I can.’ 
 
      
 
    As she kept looking, I realised she was probably more than a little frazzled by the man trying to kidnap her a few minutes ago. She was probably too panicked to even look properly. I grabbed her bag out of her hands. She said ‘Hey, hold on’ but I didn’t listen to her protests. I was too busy shaking the contents of the bag out onto the ground. A water bottle, wrist bands, a small towel fell out, along with the keys. 
 
      
 
          ‘You didn’t need to do that!’ she yelled at me. ‘I almost had it.’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t care if she was pissed off. Now was not the time to worry about social protocols. ‘My arse, you did. How are you the one with two functioning arms?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You know what? I really don’t appreciate sarcasm right now. I don’t know what the hell’s going on with that guy but-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Shush!’ I stopped her. Because I was sure I’d heard something. And then it came again. Footsteps. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’ll be him’ I told Beth and she didn’t pause further to argue. She just leant down, picking her keys straight out of the pile of detritus. She turned to the car and hit the button to unlock. It beeped and she was already jumping in the driver’s side. I ran around the other side and opened the door, slipping in. Beth was sliding her keys into the lock and then I looked through the windshield, to the exit ramp. Just in time to see Crabtree pop his bloody face into view.   
 
      
 
    We were in one car amongst many others and if we’d just sat still and waited, he might not have seen us. He might have just carried on to the next level. But that was the moment that Beth chose to switch the engine on. His eyes went straight to us as the car roared to life.   
 
      
 
          ‘Beth…’ I began as Crabtree looked at the car and waved at Beth, the creep. 
 
      
 
          ‘I see him’ she replied edgily, reaching for a button on the dash. All the doors immediately auto-locked. It made me feel a little better. But then I looked back at Crabtree, still standing in front of the exit, like a statue. He was looking directly at me, the first time our eyes had met. And then he did something haunting. ‘Gracie?’ he asked across the thirty feet between us. My mouth dropped open and he smiled, he had his woman and he knew it. ‘We need to talk for a minute’ he went on. 
 
      
 
    I was not about to get out of the car for a cosy chat with the man who’d stalked me across the city and tried to abduct Beth. I turned to her. ‘Gun it’ I instructed her. 
 
      
 
    She looked at me in horror. ‘But he’s in the way.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He’ll move.’ 
 
      
 
    She didn’t look sure.  
 
      
 
          ‘Beth, he’s going to kill us both right here, in this car park, if we don’t get past him.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But my windows are locked’ she pleaded. ‘Why don’t we just call the police and they’ll-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘There’s no time for that. That man will not be stopped by a car lock. Look at him! I put a fire extinguisher into his face and he’s still coming. He’s the fucking terminator! Not the nice Arnie version either. The liquid metal one!’ 
 
      
 
    Beth looked back at him and inhaled deeply through her nose, deciding what to do. Crabtree looked from me to Beth and then took one step forward. ‘She’s not worth this, you know. She’s a criminal. Just hand her over and you can still walk away from this. It’s only her I want’ he called to her. 
 
      
 
    Beth blinked. For a horrible second, I had this image of her undoing the locks, letting him drag me away, watching me be pulled into the dark, into oblivion.  
 
      
 
    But she didn’t reach for the lock button. Instead, she reached for her seat belt, clicking it home with a finality. She turned to me and said firmly, ‘Belt.’ I did as asked, briefly spellbound by the abrupt turn around in Beth. There was a determination that had mounted in her and I suddenly felt safe, safer than I had since the trouble at the house. I watched her clench her jaw, grab the gear stick and put her foot down. The car shot out of its parked position and revved loudly as it sped toward the exit, and Crabtree.  
 
      
 
    Crabtree’s eyes flashed with satisfying surprise as the car came at him. But he didn’t move. I looked from Crabtree to Beth and I was sure he was going to call her bluff, that she’d have to break. But as I watched the speedometer, it became clear that Beth was not one to have her bluff called. She was speeding up. 
 
      
 
    Crabtree watched the car speed toward him and as we got within a foot, he dove to his left, rolling into safety.  
 
      
 
    Beth rolled down the ramp and free of the building and I turned, half expecting Crabtree to be chasing the car on foot, but Beth was going hell for leather. She never looked at me once as she sped out of the hospital campus. She didn’t make a peep as we travelled miles away from the hospital, after the city had turned to country. 
 
      
 
    It was only when she turned off into a country pub in the middle of nowhere, after she parked up (in perfect alignment with the space), switched her engine off and undid her seat belt, that she turned to me and asked the question that I’d been waiting for the whole journey. 
 
      
 
          ‘Now, then. Would you care to tell me what the fuck is going on?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a fair question, I thought. And I waited until we’d put plenty of distance between us and that dangerous man to ask it. But still, she didn’t answer. She just looked at her hands, her lips parted to speak words that didn’t come. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well?’ I demanded. ‘Who was that man? What did he want with you. What did he want with me?!’ 
 
      
 
    She turned to me and I thought she was going to start spilling the beans. But instead, she gave me a sad smile. ‘You know what? Better you don’t know. But you might want to take a bit of time off work, stay away from your house, at least until this blows over.’ 
 
      
 
    I looked at her agape. ‘What the hell are you talking about? I’m a doctor, I can’t just drop out when it suits. You must realise that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, I’m sure it’s going to be a serious drag to leave your life for a bit but it’ll still be there when you come back.’ She looked at the door of the car and I couldn’t believe it. She was going to walk away without any explanation for the madness she’d dragged me into. 
 
      
 
    She reached for it and I went for that button again, the auto-lock, trapping her in the car. She looked at me in shock and I suppose I was surprised myself, but there was no chance she was getting away without some explanation. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know I can just reach over and hit that button myself, don’t you?’ she said, matter-of-factly. ‘And I don’t think you’d stop me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Honestly, I don’t know what I might do today’ I told her, only half kidding. ‘I just ran my car at someone and I can’t say I saw that coming while I was eating my muesli this morning.’ 
 
      
 
    She looked at me intently. ‘Beth, you don’t want to get into this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That depends on what ‘This’ is. Talk.’ 
 
      
 
    She sat back in her seat. ‘Fine’ she conceded and she looked out of the window, at the pub. ‘But if we’re doing this, I need a massive drink.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the country pub, it was surprisingly busy. It seemed like everyone who lived in a five-mile radius filled the place up. It was good, in a way. Because as I sat in the beer garden at the rear of the place, an orange juice in front of me, Gracie opposite with a triple bourbon neat, I thought it would be easier not to be overheard. And I could tell that whatever Gracie was about to tell me, she wanted to keep it quiet. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Just glugged her bourbon like it was water. I didn’t push. I let her take a minute.  
 
      
 
          ‘Fine, here’s the headlines’ she eventually began. ‘That guy? He works for a different guy and that guy is not too happy about me walking the earth right now. Because I saw him doing, or having done, I should say, a very bad thing.’ 
 
      
 
    And then she took another large sip as I tried to decipher what she’d just said. Eventually, the crux of her statement became clear. ‘What was this ‘Bad Thing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Probably murder. Hard to be certain, I only caught the third act.’ 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, aghast, confused. ‘So you witnessed a murder and that guy’s after you to shut you up? Then what are we doing here? Let’s go to the police!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I knew you were going to say that’ she sighed. ‘The thing is, I can’t.’ 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘And that’s because…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘…I was breaking into his house when I saw it.’ 
 
      
 
    I stared at her. ‘But, but… I thought you were in sales?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie burst out laughing. ‘Is that really the most shocking thing about today? That I don’t work in sales?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t laugh at me’ I said, angrily. ‘I’ve been thrown in the deep end and I’m trying to do my best not to-’ 
 
      
 
    She put her hands up in protest. ‘I’m sorry. You’re right.’ She paused and looked away. ‘Thanks for not giving me up, by the way.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What else would I do?’ I asked, bewildered.  
 
      
 
    She shrugged.  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, as we’re doing thanks, I appreciated you smashing that guy in the face with a fire extinguisher. It was…’ I grasped for the right words, ‘Very thoughtful.’ 
 
      
 
    She smiled and I could tell she was trying not to laugh. ‘It was the polite thing to do, considering.’ 
 
      
 
    I half smiled and then got back to business. ‘While we’re at it, why was he trying to drag me away? Why did he think I’d know where you were? I mean, we only just met. We’re strangers, practically.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe he thought we weren’t. Strangers’ she said and I felt like she was getting at something else. But I didn’t have time for subtext. 
 
      
 
          ‘Just be real, would you? Why did he think he could get to you through me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s the bit that’s on me’ she confessed. ‘My phone, I dropped it and they found it. All it had was your number stored in it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I change phones a lot and I don’t keep personal shit in them. I usually delete texts within a few hours but I never got the chance to delete yours. You know what’s funny? I always did that because I knew that if I ever landed in real shit, that it wouldn’t be because of a stupid phone. And yet, it’s still exactly what ended up happening.’ She shook her head at the dark irony. ‘Maybe funny’s the wrong word’ she added. 
 
      
 
          ‘And this trouble you’ve been expecting? That’s because…’ I pressed. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because what he said was right. I’m a criminal’ she said, plainly.  
 
      
 
    It shouldn’t have been a surprise at this point and I guess it wasn’t, but still, it jarred me to hear her use that word to describe herself. ‘And you break into houses?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not exactly. I mean, that’s a part of it, but I’m more in the talking-people-into- parting-with-their-cash game.’ 
 
      
 
    I looked at her anew. ‘You’re a… Con-artist?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s the word I guess most people would use to describe what I do. I’ve no doubt you find that disgusting’ she said, tapping her nails on the wooden table, only half looking at me. 
 
      
 
    She was right, I did think it was messed up to do that. I watch consumer TV shows, I know what goes on. Old people losing their life savings to scammers who don’t care if they ruin lives. If Gracie did things like that, to vulnerable people, then I couldn’t help it. I was sickened. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t important right now. There were more pressing matters than the way Gracie made her money. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look’ I told her. ‘I get it. You were breaking and entering. But I really don’t think anyone will care about that when you go to report a murder.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t agree.’ 
 
      
 
    I licked my lips, anxiously. ‘Alright, maybe they will care. But there’s a man who wants to kill you and now me too. So I need you to take that risk. Because maybe you could just disappear, but I can’t. I have responsibilities, people rely on me. I have a life. And if you don’t deal with this, I lose it. One way or the other.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie gave a deep sigh and shook her head. ‘But…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If all that’s stopping you is the legal side, I’ll get you the best solicitor in the world, I’ll even pay for it. In all likelihood, you’ll get off with a slapped wrist’ I vowed. 
 
      
 
    She looked at me and I could see she was wavering. But I didn’t feel too sure about which side she was going to come down on. What did my life really mean to her, when you got down to it? 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not too proud to beg you, Gracie’ I said solemnly. And I meant it. Hands and knees, the works. I would have done it. 
 
      
 
    But Gracie only rolled her eyes, her shoulders slumped, surrendering. ‘Fine, you win. Let’s go. But this solicitor you get me better be a fucking ninja.’ 
 
      
 
    I sighed with relief and stood. ‘Thank you’ I told her as she necked her remaining bourbon. She didn’t look at me. She only said, ‘Whatever.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole way to the police station, I was wondering if it was too late to make a break for it. I could ditch Beth, run back to my place, grab some stuff and disappear into the ether. I’ve done it before, back when my name was… You know what, that’s another story. 
 
      
 
    The closer we got to that cop shop, the worse it got, that desire to bolt. But I’d made a promise to Beth and for some reason, it was holding me in place. That was pretty laughable, a con artist wanting to keep a promise, especially when that promise could cost me my freedom, of which I was deeply fond.  
 
      
 
    But even a person like me feels guilty on occasion. And Beth’s life would absolutely be ruined if I didn’t do this. Crabtree would find her again, or if she took my advice and fled, she’d end up losing her career and more besides. And looking at her across that table, pleading with me to do the right thing, it was hard to refuse her. She was just so fucking earnest. I can’t explain why, but it made me want to do right by her. It was an unfamiliar feeling and not one I would have paid much attention to ordinarily. But it was the same quality I’d responded to when I met her. She was a decent person. I could feel it.  
 
      
 
    And she’d proved it. It must have been insanely tempting to simply hand me over to that bastard. Yet, she hadn’t done it. She might have thought about it, but I didn’t give a shit if she had. She’d made another choice and that was the reason I was alive right now.  
 
      
 
    So when the moment came to make my own choice, I’d wrestled with it. I was still wrestling with it. But some part of me knew, I had to do the right thing for a change. I just hoped Beth was right, that a high priced legal team would keep me out of prison, maybe get me some community service and that might be the end of it. I’d probably have to keep my nose clean after that. Maybe I’d have to get a real job? The thought was enough to make me shudder. 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you alright?’ Beth asked, glancing from the road, breaking my miserable whirl of thoughts. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ I said, shortly. Even if I was ‘Doing the right thing’, I didn’t have to be all polite and sweet while I was doing it. 
 
      
 
    Beth nodded and turned back to the road, possessing the good sense not to push things. And I turned to the window, watching the scenery pass, feeling like a woman on her way to the gallows.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Beth picked the biggest police station she could find, the central one, an enormous building full of the people I’d spent my life avoiding.  
 
      
 
    She parked up and turned to me. ‘Ready?’ she asked. I knew what she was really asking. Was I going to hold up my end of the bargain? Unfortunately, I was.  
 
      
 
          ‘Let’s just get this over with’ I grumbled and we got out of the car. She walked into the building and I trudged after her. 
 
      
 
    Inside, the reception was enormous and open plan, stairs spinning up into the sky around it’s perimeter, the place bustling with busy police officers, running about, no doubt solving crimes at a brisk, efficient rate. 
 
      
 
    We walked up to the main desk and a young uniformed woman asked, ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth but nothing came out. And then I felt Beth place her hand gently on my shoulder. It helped. 
 
      
 
          ‘I need to report someone, his name’s Patrick King and I think I saw him commit... A serious crime' I finished, unhappy about how melodramatic this was. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right’ the woman said, snapping into business. ‘I’ll get an officer down as soon as possible to take your statement.’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded and she got on the phone, ringing through to whomever dealt with this type of horror. She spoke to several people, giving them the details, mentioning Patrick’s name, until she finally spoke to someone to whom she said, ‘Is he in now? Oh, alright. I’ll do that.’ 
 
      
 
    She put the phone down and said, ‘We’ve got an officer coming in who would like to take your statement, he’s requested to deal with you personally. Would it be ok to wait? I can put you in an interview room if you’d be more comfortable.’ 
 
      
 
    God, an interview room. I was going in one sooner or later but if there was a chance it could be later, I’d take it. ‘Can I just wait out here?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sure, if that’s what you prefer.’ 
 
      
 
    I went over to a group of chairs and plonked down heavily, feeling a bit faint. Beth joined me. ‘You don’t look well’ she said.  
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t feel it either.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Want me to check you over?’ she offered. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s probably more existential than physical’ I cracked, trying to act cool, wanting to vomit. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh. Right’ she said and then we sat in silence, waiting.  
 
      
 
    The woman at the desk’s phone buzzed and she took a call. I listened as she made noises to indicating she was listening to someone on the other end. ‘Right, yes. Yeah. Inspector Crabtree is five minutes away? I’ll let her know.’ 
 
      
 
    I felt my body go cold. Had she just said the officer coming to take my statement was called Crabtree? It couldn’t be… Could it? 
 
      
 
    And then I started to think about how he’d found Beth so quickly. All he’d had was her name and number and he’d gone straight to her. Finding her address was easy, anyone could do that. But zero-ing in on her precise location within an hour? It was as though he’d had access to the type of tech that allowed you to triangulate a mobile signal. Just like a policeman would.  
 
      
 
    I turned to Beth. ‘I think we might need to go’ I said, trying to sound calm.  
 
      
 
    She sighed heavily. ‘Look, I know this isn’t easy-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘This isn’t a wobble. I’ve got a bad feeling.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sure you have’ she said, her tone soft. 
 
      
 
          ‘No!’ I hissed. ‘She just said the officer coming is called Crabtree.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth waited for more and I realised I’d never told her the name of the ginger man whose nose I’d bloodied. ‘That’s his name. Crabtree.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth look confused for a split second but she was quick to catch up. Her eyes went wide. ‘Are you saying…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t be sure but the way he found us, what if it’s him? It’s not exactly a common name, is it?’ 
 
      
 
    Beth gave it a moment and it was as though she was putting some things together too. ‘Oh, god’ she whispered. 
 
      
 
    We looked at each other and we didn’t need to speak further. We knew what was going down. I’d said the name Patrick King and it had obviously set off an alarm that went straight to the police officer on his payroll. And what if he wasn’t the only one? A man like Patrick King, possessing the type of power and money that the CEO of an international conglomerate would have, maybe he had the resources to get inside any organisation and fill it to the rafters with people paid to look out for him. 
 
      
 
    It was a paranoid thought but we’d come here because we thought it was the one place we could be safe. And now the man who’d tried to kill both of us, (me twice, Beth once) was coming directly to us.  
 
      
 
    We couldn’t trust anyone.  
 
      
 
          ‘We have to get the fuck out of here’ I said out of the corner of my mouth.  
 
      
 
    And to my eternal gratitude, Beth whispered back. ‘Yes, we do.’ 
 
      
 
    We stood, very casually. And we began to walk demurely in the direction of the exit. The woman at reception looked up. ‘Toilet’ I mouthed to her and she nodded and went back to her paperwork. 
 
      
 
    We continued our little stroll, as though we were going to walk right past the revolving doors, to the toilets beyond. And then, when we were certain the eyes of the desk officer were off of us, we backed into the door and shuffled around, pushing at the glass, trying to speed up the process. But we overdid it and we ended up doing an unnecessary revolution, right back to the station. 
 
      
 
          ‘What kind of three stooges nonsense is this?’ Beth muttered in panic and we tried again, pushing until the doors lined up with the exit and then breaking with our bodies until at last, we were spat back out on the pavement outside. 
 
      
 
    We looked at each other, not sure what to do next but then Beth saw something in the distance that froze her. I didn’t even need to turn around. ‘Do you see him?’ I asked her, trying to stay frosty. She nodded. ‘Does he see us?’ I asked. She shook her head. ‘No, he’s locking up his car. But we’ve only got about ten seconds before he spots us’ she said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Then we keep walking, we get in your car and we drive, very calmly, the hell out of here. OK?’ 
 
      
 
    She nodded again and we turned, both of us trying not to run as we headed for Beth’s car. I was itching to break into a sprint and I sensed that Beth was on the same page. But we remained calm and reached the car without looking back. 
 
      
 
    As we opened the doors and got in, I saw him myself, through the windshield. Crabtree, headed for the entrance. It had been a few hours since the incident at the hospital and he’d gotten his nose patched up, strapped up with plasters, now clean of blood, in a fresh shirt. I saw with satisfaction that his eyes were blackened and swollen. He looked angry but purposeful. Because he thought we were waiting for him inside. Idiotic flies who’d walked right into the spider’s web and asked, ‘What’s for dinner?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t start the car until he goes inside’ I warned, placing my hand on Beth’s as she reached for the ignition, never taking my eyes from Crabtree. I didn’t want to make the same mistake twice. I released Beth’s hand and I felt her remove it from the switch. 
 
      
 
    He was just about to walk inside when he stopped. I didn’t understand it, what could have paused him like that. But I suppose a predator like that develops a strong nose, broken or not, for its prey. His head suddenly snapped around and it was just like the multi-story car park. Us, terrified in a car, him looking right at us.  
 
      
 
    But this time, I think he knew he wasn’t going to stop us. Because all he did was look at us. He seemed to nod to himself, as though saying, ‘Go, if you want. I’ll find you eventually.’ 
 
      
 
    And then Beth grabbed the keys to the ignition again and said, ‘What do we do, now?’, starting the car up and pulling out. I had no answer. 
 
      
 
    As we left, I span around to watch him and he simply went happily inside. It was no less unnerving than him trying to run at the car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    The greasy spoon was, in the plainest terms, a shithole. 
 
      
 
    After we’d escaped Crabtree for the second time, we’d driven around looking for somewhere to regroup, adjust our thinking and then, in the middle of nowhere, we’d found a roadside café, the kind of place that only makes a living from truckers who don’t mind the subpar food while needing somewhere to take a break from the endless road. There was a TV bolted to the wall, showing a football match at a volume that seemed unnecessary.  
 
      
 
    We sat in silence until the miserable middle-aged waitress came over to take our orders. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll have a macchiato please?’ I requested. 
 
      
 
    The waitress looked at me tiredly. ‘A what? Don’t think we do that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘A latte is fine’ I amended. 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t do lattes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘For fuck sakes’ Gracie interjected. ‘Just give her a coffee with milk in it, would you? And I’ll have the same.’ 
 
      
 
    The woman didn’t look very happy about Gracie’s attitude but she wrote down the order and walked away. Once she’d gone, Gracie said, ‘When your drink comes, don’t touch it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because she’s going to spit in it’ Gracie informed me, casually. 
 
      
 
    I sat back in my chair, tired. I had this feeling, like I should be panicking. But it was midnight by this point. I was too tired to panic. I’d been running on pure adrenaline for hours. I had nothing left.  
 
      
 
          ‘So’ I began, trying to think how to start the talk we now needed to have. ‘What next?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie looked at me. ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m going with plan A.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Which is?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Skedaddle.’ 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation again. ‘But seriously, that’s not… I mean, it’s not really a long-term solution, is it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘A long-term solution? To police corruption? Sorry, Doc. I don’t know if we’re going to be able to fix that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie, I don’t pretend to know what’s going on here, but I don’t think the entire police force is on this man’s payroll. We just need to go somewhere else, talk to different people, maybe some kind of anti-corruption squad.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie sneered at me. ‘That sounds great. Good luck with it.’ 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrow. ‘You’re not coming with me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Hard pass’ she said as the waitress plonked drinks sloppily down in front of us, storming away. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie…’ I began, gearing up to begin another round of my new favourite game, Get-Gracie-To-Take-Responsibility-For-Her-Own-Actions. 
 
      
 
          ‘No!’ she said, angrily. ‘I tried it your way! It didn’t work. So that’s it. I’m out.’ 
 
      
 
    My shoulders slumped. I wanted to get angry too, but I was way too exhausted. ‘Fine. So, you’re leaving me to clean your mess up on my own, is that right?’ 
 
      
 
    She smiled bitterly. ‘You don’t get it, do you? This is how it goes. People like me? They get by, that’s all they ever do. Scrape through, however they can. But they don’t win. They never win. CEOs, corrupt coppers, doctors, they win. All I can hope for now is to scuttle away with my tail between my legs.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I look like a winner to you?!’ I asked, amazed. Tired as I was, I was starting to feel pissed off. I’d done nothing but try to help Gracie and now she was having a pop at me. ‘I’m sitting right across from you, in the same exact boat. And I didn’t break into anyone’s house, so I’m not even supposed to be here. But I am. And you’re telling me that you’re going to leave me in the mess you made. So, I don’t know where you get the nerve to lecture me about winning, because I’m just as buggered as you are. The only difference is, I’m not willing to take it lying down.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, good fucking luck with that’ Gracie shouted and several people looked around at us. Gracie noticed and immediately shrank down, realising that this was no moment to draw attention to ourselves.  
 
      
 
    Things went quiet. I don’t know about Gracie, but I was angry and ready to fight the world, if need be. I wasn’t ready to let go. If Gracie was, she could do me one favour before she disappeared into the ether. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, go if you want’ I said. ‘But I need something from you first’. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know-’ she began to say. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not a request. You’re doing it’ I said firmly. ‘It’s the smallest thing in the world but it could make a serious difference.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the back of the café, where the bins were, I got my phone out and Gracie took one look at it and cried, ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, what are you still doing with that thing? You’re going to lead Crabtree straight to us.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t worry, I turned it off the second we got away from the police station. Look’ I said, holding the phone up for her to watch as I slipped the back off and removed the battery, finding the sim in the back. ‘I’m not stupid.’ I put the sim into the bin. ‘It’s not a phone right now, no signal to track. It’s just a recording device.’ 
 
      
 
    She let out a breathy, relieved sigh and nodded. ‘Alright. Let’s just get this over with.’ 
 
      
 
    I put the battery back into the phone and turned it on, ignoring its hungry request for a signal, switching it to offline mode. I opened the camera app. 
 
      
 
          ‘You might want to turn around’ I told Gracie as I got the video camera app up. ‘We’re going to do it like one of those news reports, where they protect the identity. You’ll be anonymous.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If you’re not even going to see my face, why bother with video? Why not just do a voice recording?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not going to do anything that might make this look like I’m someone with several personalities telling a crazy, made up story to myself. I’ll be talking to you from behind the camera.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie shook her head, but she turned away from me and I focused my camera on her back, lighting her up in the darkness. Even under the circumstances, I couldn’t help but note that she had an incredibly sexy silhouette. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, Gr… Err, Miss? Would you tell me what happened today? From the start.’ 
 
      
 
    And so she talked. I’d gotten the gist of the day’s events, but I didn’t know the details. I didn’t know about what she’d seen, about hiding in the bushes, inches from Crabtree, about the terror she’d felt, all on her own, running from two men who were going to kill her. I’d gotten my own taster of it, obviously. But I’d had Gracie by my side the entire time, and I was beginning to feel that it had made a big difference to how I’d handled things.  
 
      
 
    What shocked me the most was how unsurprised she seemed by the events of her night. It was as though she’d expected something like this, that she knew disaster had always been around the corner, waiting, since the day she was born. It made me wonder what kind of life she’d had. 
 
      
 
    She explained about her scam too. It wasn’t what I’d pictured when Gracie had talked about parting people from their money. It still wasn’t alright, not at all, but it was decidedly less evil than what I’d had in mind. 
 
      
 
    And then she started to explain about me, how I’d come into the picture. ‘So then I met the person behind the camera, Dr Beth Carmichael, but she wasn’t involved in this. It was sheer bad luck that she got dragged into it at all. We only met today, in fact. Honestly, I was trying to chat her up but I never got further than a phone number before she realised what kind of person I am.’ 
 
      
 
    She paused there and I sensed an embarrassment behind the break. And then she gave a short cough and said, ‘That guy Crabtree tried to kidnap her to get to me and that’s about as far as our connection goes. I saw it happen. I’m sorry that I can’t come forward to talk about this, but honestly, I don’t think it will help me at all. But Beth’s decent, she deserves to be heard.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie stopped talking. I stopped recording.  
 
      
 
          ‘Is it off? Can I turn around now?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes’ I said. I had this urge to comfort her. Because even when she’d been on the run, trying to get away from all this trouble, avoiding consequences, she’d never seemed as vulnerable as she did now. And I wanted to make it better somehow, to make her feel less alone. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like this morning, raging hormones dragging my body in her direction, like a sex compass. I just wanted her to know I would have stood beside her, if she’d wanted me too. 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you staring at?’ she suddenly asked, her defences coming up sharply. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nothing’ I replied quickly. 
 
      
 
          ‘So that’s it?’ she asked quickly, looking at her scuffed up shoes. 
 
      
 
          ‘If you want it to be’ I answered. ‘I won’t stop you.’ 
 
      
 
    She began to fiddle with her clothes. Brushing down dirt, straightening out creases, wiping off smudges, smoothing her hair. I understood what she was doing. She was trying to assemble her armour, to go into her own private battle. She was going on the run and all she had was herself. I suddenly found her strangely brave. 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess this is it, then’ she said, once she was done. 
 
      
 
          ‘Guess it is.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Thought I might drive out of town, maybe head to Scotland Yard’ I explained. ‘Beyond that piece of shit’s reach. Can I drop you anywhere?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s better we part as soon as possible’ she said, trying to smile. ‘I think you’re going to do a lot better without me.’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. ‘How will you travel?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Plenty of truckers in there. I’ll hitch a ride to wherever.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That doesn’t sound safe.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can take care of myself, Beth’ she said. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sure that’s true’ I said honestly. 
 
      
 
    And she turned, ready to walk out of the carpark, out of my life. But after a few steps, she turned and said, in a tickled tone, ‘I just realised something. We just spent the evening together. So technically, I got that date after all, didn’t I?’  
 
      
 
    I grinned and nodded. ‘I guess you did. Perhaps I should have said yes the first time around. Maybe none of this would have happened.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s probably true’ she shrugged. ‘But then again, you’ll never be able to say I’m not an exciting date, will you? No woman will ever show you a night like this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘God, I hope not’ I replied. 
 
      
 
    She laughed softly. ‘See you around, Doc.’ 
 
      
 
    And she walked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the café, I sat down in my chair, fiddling with my cold, spit flavoured coffee. I could have just gotten straight in my car but I needed a moment. I think I just wanted to say goodbye to Gracie, quietly, alone. It had been less than a day but Gracie was right. I’d never had such an intense meeting with someone, and I probably never would again. For that reason, Gracie Bloom had made a serious dent in my existence.  
 
      
 
    I had this vague hope that when I went to the authorities, to begin the no doubt lengthy process of sorting this mess out, that maybe I might see her again, when she felt safe. Maybe she’d even come back to see me one day, when the dust clouds cleared. I’m not sure why I wanted that. But I did. 
 
      
 
    But for now, we were going on very different journeys. I was letting her go her way while I went on mine. I didn’t have a lot of choice. 
 
      
 
    I stood, ready to get back in the car. But as I did, something caught my ear. I couldn’t figure out what it was at first, the noise that drew my attention. And then I knew. I’d just heard my name. 
 
      
 
    It was coming from the TV. 
 
      
 
          ‘Grace Bloom and Beth Carmichael are considered armed and dangerous and the public are urged not to approach them’ the newscaster said, pictures of myself and Gracie - hers a screengrab, blown up from CCTV - filling the screen.  
 
      
 
    You know that part in a movie where a bomb goes off and the central character falls to the ground with that high-pitched whining sound blocking everything else out? When I saw my own picture on the news, that’s what happened. I literally fell to the ground in shock, my ears ringing, as though something had exploded. And it had. My life had just blown itself to smithereens. 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you alright, love?’ asked the waitress who’d given me shit earlier, grabbing my elbow. I let myself be helped up. ‘I’m… I’m… I’m…’ I tried to answer. But I could still see the TV screen and the pictures of me and Gracie were gone. They’d switched to footage from a security camera. It was from the multi-story carpark, a perfect angle of my car driving at Crabtree. ‘When this officer tried to take Grace in for questioning about the murder, Carmichael attempted to run him down.’ 
 
      
 
    I had to hand it to Crabtree, it was extremely damning. I was driving at an unarmed man, full speed. 
 
      
 
    The waitress was still waiting for a response. ‘I just need to get some air’ I explained and she nodded, her interest lost.  
 
      
 
    I ran for the exit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Look’, I was telling the truck driver, ‘I don’t care where you’re going. Just take me wherever.’ 
 
      
 
    The middle-aged truck driver, ketchup down his front, exhaustion in his eyes, frowned. ‘Young lady, why on earth would you want to go literally anywhere? Maybe you should give this some thought.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you talking about?’ I demanded. ‘I just need a lift out of town.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, that’s what worries me’ he said. ‘If you’re running away from home-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you crazy? I’m thirty-two.’ 
 
      
 
    He blinked and then leaned a bit further out of his cab to examine me better in the low light. ‘Of course you are. Sorry, been driving for twelve hours.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s fine.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s just, I was picturing my daughter, she’s only sixteen and I was thinking, I hope that if she ever tries something like that, that she’d run into another Dad, someone who would steer her home.’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded. I supposed it was touching. 
 
      
 
          ‘But since you’re an adult, it’s been a long trip... Mind giving me a hand job in exchange for a lift?’ 
 
      
 
    I looked at him. ‘You’re disgusting.’ 
 
      
 
    He shrugged.  
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie!’ a voice yelled behind me. I turned to see Beth, flying at me like a bat out of hell. ‘Gracie, wait’ she shouted. I turned to the driver. ‘The hand job shop is closed so you can go now.’ 
 
      
 
    He gave a world-weary sigh and shut the cab door. He pulled out as Beth reached me. ‘You can’t go anywhere.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I know. Unless I’m willing to exchange sexual favours for miles, apparently.’ 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t listening, she was too worked up. ‘I… There’s... I really don’t know how to tell you this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘After the conversation I just had, there’s nowhere to go but up’ I told her. It was only then that I really saw the look on her face. Her eyes told tale of horrors. And I’d only left her five minutes ago. What the hell could have happened? 
 
      
 
          ‘We’re on the news’ she said. 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow. ‘Because Patrick’s been caught and we’re being hailed as national heroes?’ I asked, dryly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not quite.’ 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, wanting to delay the news that was coming. I knew it was going to be bad. I just wanted to soak up the moment before I found out exactly what kind of bad. ‘OK. Hit me’ I finally asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re wanted for murder’ she told me, reticently. ‘And I’m your accessory. Because I helped you to escape and tried to drive over a policeman.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I see’ I replied. ‘Well, if that doesn’t take the biscuit. And who did I murder, if I may be so bold?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re being very calm’ She replied, ignoring my question, confused. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know what to tell you’ I said. ‘It’s been a bad day. It’s all just shades of shit right now.’  
 
      
 
    Beth turned from me, bending over. She began to wretch. I went to her, putting a hand on her back. ‘Don’t’ she told me and continued dry heaving. I took my hand back. 
 
      
 
    After she’d finished, she stood, extremely straight backed. She looked me in the eye. ‘I can’t go to the police anymore’ she declared. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ I agreed. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because I’m wanted for accessory to murder’ she went on. I realised she wasn’t really talking to me anymore, she was explaining it to herself. ‘So I’m going to prison. I suppose I’ll get my own attempted murder rap as well, for Crabtree. So that must be, what, at least five years? Ten, perhaps? Oh, and he’s a copper, they’ll want to make an example of me, so I guess they’ll probably double the sentence. So, if we round it all up… Yes, at the very least a sentence of twelve years, possibly more like twenty if the judge hates me. Which they might. I’m kind of a know-it-all. That’s what my sister says, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    She leaned over again, the dry heaving starting anew. I didn’t try to comfort her this time, I just let her freak out. 
 
      
 
    She stood again, as though remembering I was there. ‘And you’ve got that murder rap but I don’t know, maybe it won’t be too bad. You’re quite charming, you might get the minimum term if you work the judge a bit. But they’ll probably charge you with resisting arrest as well, so I wouldn’t make any big plans for your fortieth birthday that don’t involve a strip search. But hey! Maybe we can be bunk buddies?’ 
 
      
 
    She started to laugh. Feverish, maniacal laughter. The kind of laughter you might hear passing by Arkham Asylum.  
 
      
 
          ‘Beth…’ I began, anxiously. Eventually, the laughter dried up. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, should we just turn ourselves in?’ she asked. ‘Because this is only going to get worse, isn’t it? The longer we run?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Probably’ I said. She was right. It was only going to get worse. But looking at Beth, watching her lose her marbles in the dingy, badly lit exterior of a motorway café, I started to feel something I hadn’t felt in all this. An emotion I’d been missing. I’d been scared, sad, disappointed, anxious, worried throughout this day. But I hadn’t been angry. Even though some psycho had hunted me across the city and tried to kill me, I’d never really gotten mad about it.  
 
      
 
    Until now. 
 
      
 
    I’d been looking for trouble my whole life. It had only been a matter of time until I found it. But Beth hadn’t been looking for this. She’d been doing the opposite. She’d been taking care of people. And she’d taken care of me, rescuing me from that bastard policeman, even though I was a stranger and I’d brought her nothing but trouble. Yet still, she’d helped me. And what was her reward? Faked criminal charges that could put her in prison for decades? 
 
      
 
    No. I wouldn’t stand for it. It wasn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    I can’t remember the last time I took those words seriously. ‘It’s not fair.’ Because life isn’t and has never been that. Fair. It’s always been a ridiculous word to me, a naïve word, filled with entitlement, spoken by people who expect the love and riches of the world to be portioned out equally. What a joke. 
 
      
 
    But now those words, ‘It’s not fair’, they were with me. I felt them, down deep.   
 
      
 
          ‘Beth?’ I said, my tone serious, and her head whipped around to face me. ‘Look, everything is really fucked up right now. I know that. But this isn’t over. We’re not giving up. We’re going to fight this.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth looked at me with a mixture of hope and confusion. ‘But what can we do?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t have the answers yet. But I do know this. You’ve done nothing wrong. And I’m not going to let some piece of shit make everyone think you did. I don’t know how I’m going to fix this.’ I took a step forward and put my hands on her shoulders, looking deeply into her eyes, surprised by my own solemnity. ‘But I’ll find a way to put this right. I promise.’ 
 
      
 
    I thought Beth was going to laugh in my face. I wouldn’t have blamed her. Who the hell did I think I was, making this kind of promise? Some shady con artist at the wrong end of a life of scams, promising justice?  
 
      
 
    But I’ve never meant anything more. In that moment, I would have walked to the ends of the earth to give Beth her good name back. 
 
      
 
    Incredibly, Beth seemed prepared to believe me. ‘Then I’m in your hands’ she told me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘I have to say, I don’t agree with this’ I complained. 
 
      
 
          ‘Duly noted’ Gracie replied, never pausing in her task. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the car park, looking for anyone that might come out of the café. But so far, we were alone while Gracie tried to break into a 1997 Ford Fiesta.  
 
      
 
          ‘I still don’t get why we can’t use my car.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie did stop then. ‘Jesus, do you own a TV? Your number plate is going to flag up every time it passes a traffic cam. And I’m not really into the idea of a high-speed chase with helicopters and squad cars. Are you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Couldn’t we just stick to back roads, though?’ I begged. 
 
      
 
          ‘I know you’re...’ Gracie started, getting distracted as she got closer to popping the lock, ‘Not too… Nearly got it… Comfortable with this kind of… Come on, you little bastard… Stuff, but it’s our only… Got it!’ 
 
      
 
    She opened the door and I waited for an alarm to blast us in the face. But it was silent. She was clearly adept at spotting the cars that didn’t have functioning alarms. And then something hit me. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh my god! When I saw you struggling with that Merc, this morning… You hadn’t lost your keys at all, had you?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie rolled her eyes as she got into the Fiesta’s passenger side. ‘I’m fully on board for a lecture but could you do it on the road?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re no fool, are you? The second I get in this car, I lose any right to sermonise.’ 
 
      
 
    She grinned and leaned over to the driver’s door, pushing it open for me. It was hard not to find it a little charming, even amidst the larceny. I climbed in the driver’s seat, shaking my head at myself. ‘What the hell am I doing?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie looked at me from the passenger side, the devil in her smile. ‘Welcome to the wrong side of the tracks.’ 
 
      
 
    I was sure that as we pulled out, the owner of the car was going to come flying out of the café, yelling and screaming, quickly joined by an angry mob who would curse us to the skies as we drove away. But it didn’t happen. We just left, unhindered. It was disturbing how easy it was. 
 
      
 
    I joined the motorway, silent in the middle of the night and I suppose I was making grumpy noises because Gracie suddenly shouted, ‘Oh my god, would you just say it!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Whoever’s car this was, they’re stranded now, in the middle of nowhere’ I spat at Gracie. I knew it wasn’t fair, that she was just doing the only thing she knew to do to get us out of this mess, but I was now a car thief and I guess that wasn’t sitting very well. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, they are. But they can use their phone, which we can’t, to call someone for help, which we cannot do. And in the meantime, they’ll use their cash card, which we can’t use, to have a coffee and relax. Which is also something we can’t do. It’s all about whose need is greater.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s how you see things, is it? We need that person’s car more than they do so we can just take it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s done, we’re in it, on the road’ she sniped. ‘So what’s the point debating whether we should have nicked this car or not?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not a lot, I guess, since I’m driving the bloody thing.’ The car went quiet for a moment. ‘Where am I going, anyway?’ I huffed. 
 
      
 
          ‘My flat’ she replied nonchalantly. 
 
      
 
          ‘What!?’ I cried. ‘You just got through telling me that we couldn’t use any of our old stuff! We go to your place, we’re going to get picked up in a second.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s cool, I rented it under a different name. The cops won’t know about it. And we’re not stopping, anyway. We just need to pick something up.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What? Do you have a ‘Go Bag?’ I asked, sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at me and looked away. 
 
      
 
          ‘God in heaven’ I muttered to myself. ‘Who the hell are you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, we need to get out of the way for a while, till we figure out stage two. That requires funds and it’s gotta be cold, hard cash, no trail. And I have fourteen grand sitting in my flat, along with a few other things that might come in handy. So we’ll swing by, grab it and head out of town.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And then?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Still working on it’ she said, nebulously. I considered pressing it. But I decided on balance, that we’d do part one of her plan before we tackled part two. That was the only way I could get through this. Solve every problem put in front of me individually. It was how I passed my MBBS exam, it was how I treated patients, it was how I pushed through life. One thing at a time. It was all that was standing between me and a stress induced stroke.  
 
      
 
    Gracie switched the radio on, fiddling with the knobs, nothing but crackles coming through the speaker.  
 
      
 
          ‘If you’re looking for road trip music, you’ve really misjudged the situation’ I told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m trying to get local news’ she explained. ‘I can’t google us and I need to know what we’re dealing with.’ 
 
      
 
    And then she found a signal, weak and crackly, for some tin pot local station. We had to listen to three pop songs that sounded exactly the same before we got the news. We were the first item. I don’t say that with pride. 
 
      
 
    I suppose it made sense, the story Crabtree had sold. That Gracie had broken into Patrick King’s house and when caught by the young man, Arjun Jindal, twenty-four, an intern at Utech who came to Patrick’s home to get some ‘private mentoring’, that Gracie had fought him, eventually managing to get the upper hand, beating him to death with the crowbar she’d used to get in. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t question if there was truth in it. The way Crabtree lied to me about being Gracie’s boyfriend, and his attempt to drag me from the hospital... If it had been a simple search for a murderer, he wouldn’t have hesitated to identify himself as a police officer, done things properly. But none of this was proper. Because he was a liar and therefore so was the news report. 
 
      
 
    And then I was mentioned. I was painted as a weak-willed fool, under Gracie’s Svengali-like influence, helping her to escape whatever it took. Even if it meant trying to murder a policeman in cold blood, or ‘Attempted vehicular homicide’ as they put it. They never said we were sleeping together but it was heavily implied. Not sure how long we were supposed to have been at it. How long does it take to get someone to be your sex puppet? My guess is longer than a day. But the news report didn’t mention that fact, so I guess it wasn’t part of the narrative Crabtree had built. 
 
      
 
    After the report ended, Gracie quickly switched the radio off and said, ‘He was an intern. Arjun.’ 
 
      
 
    I’d thought she was going to react more to the fact his murder had been pinned on her. But there was something else on her mind. 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess it was happening while I was in the house. While I was prowling around upstairs, looking for some easy money, he was killing that kid underneath my feet.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You couldn’t have done anything’ I said. 
 
      
 
    She gave a jagged, angry laugh. ‘What, if I’d stumbled onto them while it was happening? That’s probably true. Because I would have run the other way without a backwards glance.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He was already dead. You said so yourself.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Probably. I said he was probably dead.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you blaming yourself?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
    She turned to me as if waking from a dream. ‘Of course not. What have I got to blame myself for?’ 
 
      
 
    But I knew better. ‘It’s survivors guilt’ I explained, flatly. ‘You blame yourself because you survived a situation that someone else didn’t. But you’re not responsible.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s what I just said’ she replied, heatedly. ‘Don’t you listen?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought I was’ I said, trying to backtrack. This had been a bad idea. I didn’t go into mental health for a reason. I’m not very good at taking things slowly. When I see the problem, I diagnose it. Whatever it might be. That’s why A&E was a perfect fit for me. It’s encouraged to be quick and ruthless about the truth there. That wasn’t going to work here. Whatever she was working through, I didn’t think I could help at all.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I’m sorry’ I began. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ she said, evenly. And then added, ‘We’ve got bigger fish to fry right now.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    Arjun Jindal. It was the first time I’d heard the name of the young guy in the basement. I’d been running since the moment I saw him so I hadn’t had a lot of time to consider that person, who he might be, who might get that visit to say he was dead, what his last moments looked like, all that horrible shit. 
 
      
 
    But then I heard his name and it was all I could think about. The details of Arjun’s last day on earth. What had he even been doing there, with Patrick? How had it gotten to that stage? Thinking of the horrifying instruments I saw in that basement, had it been some sex game gone wrong? Or had Arjun’s death always been Patrick’s end game? 
 
      
 
    I supposed I’d never know. Because Crabtree had clearly done a fabulous job of covering it all up. I almost had to admire the ingenuity of it. He’d had a body in the house of a high-profile CEO and a witness to the crime. And he’d tied those two problems up in one neat, little bow. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what he’d done about the basement. If anyone that saw it, it was going to set off some serious alarm bells. But maybe it had been pretty simple to dump all Patrick’s accoutrements into a skip and fill the room with the things that any   basement holds, old furniture, boxes of paperwork.  
 
      
 
          ‘OK’ Beth said, dragging me from my ruminations. ‘We’re coming up to Beaker Street. Should I just pull up?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, we’re going to park up the road and scope it out a bit, just to be sure.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But the police don’t have your address, you said?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sure, but there’s always the human factor. I never say boo to the neighbours but I’m sure they see me come and go. One of them sees my mugshot and all they have to do is put in a call.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth’s lips pursed and she said in a tight tone, ‘Funny how you didn’t mention that till just now.’ 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. ‘It’s a risk. But it’s also a risk not to get the money. Going on the run is more expensive than you might think. Just pull up here.’ 
 
      
 
    I thought I was going to get a bit more of a fight, that Beth might even turn the car around and refuse to park it. But she just did as I asked her to, performing a textbook parallel park in a tiny space. And I thought, not for the first time, It doesn’t matter what she does, she’s always has to do it perfectly. As a committed half-arser, I respected it. I had the idea that if I’d hooked up with someone like Beth, but with more of a criminal disposition, I could have made a lot more money than petty scams. I’d have probably retired by now, bought myself a little island somewhere with a non-extradition treaty. 
 
      
 
          ‘You stay in the car’ I instructed Beth. ‘I’ll be ten minutes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ she said quietly, jumping out of the car. ‘I’m coming with you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth, get back in the car’ I said, trying to maintain a firm tone. 
 
      
 
          ‘There’s literally no chance I’m going to sit in this stolen car at three in the morning, with the police looking for me. You seem to have a hell of a lot more experience in this arena and that’s all I’ve got to hang on to right now’ she whispered angrily on the silent street. ‘So I’m sticking with you, whether you like it or not.’ 
 
      
 
    Tough to argue with. 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine’ I relented. ‘But you stick close and do what I say. We’re going to do this quick and easy, no arguing, no debates. Just beautiful, silent compliance. Yes?’ 
 
      
 
    She nodded and mimed locking her lips with a pretend key that she then threw away. It was so uncool, I nearly laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I let myself into the flat and went in quickly, Beth bringing up the rear. The journey through the front entrance had been incident free. The code for the front door had gone into the keypad easily and we’d crept up the stairs, a couple of cats. It was only the half dangerous bit, the other part was getting back out again, but I was buoyed by the fifty percent success rate so far.  
 
      
 
    I walked straight through the living room to the bathroom. I heard Beth saying, ‘Beautiful place’. And although I was trying to prise up a bathroom tile, I smiled to myself. ‘You think so?’ I called out to her, trying to get a butter knife underneath the grouting. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. So spacious and airy.’ 
 
      
 
    What she really meant was that it was spartan. I barely had any furniture. I was averse to buying it because I moved around a lot and I didn’t want to have to drag a load of crap behind me. But she was being nice so I answered, ‘Should be. The rent’s ridiculous. And they call me a criminal.’ 
 
      
 
    Pop. Up came the tile. And there it was. It wasn’t quite a Go Bag. It was more of a Go Envelope, stuffed with cash and numerous fake IDs, all showing different names but the same picture. Mine.  
 
      
 
    I noticed Beth had wandered in and was watching interestedly as I put the tile back in place. ‘Done. Let’s roll’ I declared. 
 
      
 
    The second I said that, I heard it, from the hallway. People, a few of them, closing in on the door. I didn’t have to say a word to Beth. The last few hours had obviously been an education and she was a fast learner. Her widened, terrified eyes locked onto mine and I nodded at the bedroom. We ran toward it at lightning speed. 
 
      
 
    I clicked the door shut just as I heard my front door open. I say open, as though someone let themselves in. But what they actually did was break the lock open with something heavy and loud. And then I heard the noise of copious people running inside. 
 
      
 
    There was no time to fuck around. I went straight to the window, which led onto a steel fire escape.  But the window was stiff. It was dodgy when I moved in and I’d been complaining about it practically since day one. But my landlords were lazy bastards. They never hurried to anything, despite the extortionate rent. 
 
      
 
    But anyway, there I was, trying to lift that damn window. Beth rushed over to help me and we heard someone say, ‘Check everywhere.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought you said they didn’t know about this place?’ Beth murmured, angrily. I nearly bit her head off. It wasn’t really the time to berate me, was it? 
 
      
 
    But then, the window gave. Just an inch but we both put our backs into it, wrenching it up, the frame screaming against itself. It was loud and we both knew that we were going to bring them to the bedroom that much quicker but it was the lesser of two evils. 
 
      
 
    At last, there was space for a human body and I grabbed a hold of Beth, shoving her through first. Once she was out on the fire escape, I began to put my leg through and then the bedroom door exploded open, two uniforms stopping to assess, shouting ‘Stop right there!’. And that was the difference of things going down very badly for us, because that second meant me throwing myself through that gap, half pulled by Beth, who’d latched onto my hand. As my second leg went through, I felt a hand on it but I didn’t let it get any purchase. I gave it a swift kick and I heard a shout of pain, but I was free and Beth was pulling me down the stairs while someone inside called, ‘Get outside, they’re going down the fire escape’ and we were running and I didn’t know what we might be running into but Beth was going like the clappers, virtually dragging me down those slippery, steel steps and I half thought we were going to go down them head first, but somehow we didn’t and then our feet touched tarmac, Beth still pulling me by the hand, into the dark, around the corner of the building, right past the front entrance and I knew the police were going to spill out any second but I guess we’d gotten a lead because we flew past the door unimpeded. 
 
      
 
    Even though it was the wee hours of the night, I saw that the street we ran along was lined with a few people from my building, probably shoved out by the police while they did the raid. About fifteen rubber-neckers, wanting to see what was happening, hoping for some free entertainment. But they didn’t try to stop us as we ran past. They were strictly spectators. 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth’ I panted. ‘We can’t go to the car or they’ll just chase us down. We need a distraction while we get out.’ 
 
      
 
    She nodded, turned and grabbed the envelope from my hand, ripping it open and pulling out a stack of cash. Roughly eight-grand, by eye. And she threw it into the air, yelling ‘Come and get it!’ 
 
      
 
    I was absolutely furious for point five of a second. Until the rubber-neckers flew at the cash, like pigeons flying to a shower of breadcrumbs. And they were just in time. Behind them, a flash of black and white told me the police had finally made it out of my building. But unlike them, there was no way to know who was their perp and who was an opportunist. People were running about, grabbing at twenties floating through the air. It was chaos. Beautiful chaos. 
 
      
 
    And we ran away, down the dark streets. I thought the police would catch us up, but they didn’t, obviously still trying to sort through the madness. And soon, I had another car open and we were on our way, Beth driving. 
 
      
 
    As we got a couple of miles away, yet to see any choppers flying down to spot us, I turned to Beth and she looked at me. And we laughed like lunatics. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    When those policemen burst into Gracie’s bedroom and I saw them through the window, my reaction to it shocked no one more than me. I didn’t give myself up, like I would have imagined. I didn’t try to reason my way out. 
 
       
 
    It was that lizard brain again, ever louder. I was prey, a predator behind me, and I was not going to hang around to get eaten.  
 
      
 
    All I could think was, Run. 
 
      
 
    So, I did what my gut said and I ran, Gracie in tow. And then the thing with the money… What can I say? I’m pretty sure I saw it in a film once and although I wouldn’t ordinarily use movie logic to make important decisions, it was the first thing that came to mind and I rolled with it. And it actually worked. Those people hadn’t cared about any police chase, not when there was money on the line. God bless them. 
 
      
 
    Afterward, when we’d put enough miles between us and the police to feel safe, I felt an emotion that was also quite a new colour on me. I was giddy. I think Gracie felt the same because she laughed with me and I felt oddly close to her. But I suppose that’s to be expected. We were partners in crime, literally. 
 
      
 
    Stealing a car, being on the lam, giving the cops the slip, I don’t know, it was making me feel different. I guess I was beginning to see the appeal of living beyond the rules I’d spent my life obeying. Don’t get me wrong, I knew it was a short-term high and that when I came back down, I’d remember that I was up to my neck in shit. It was just that, for a minute, I felt free. And not just in a way I’d never known. But in a way I didn’t even know existed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, about six in the morning, we checked into a ratty bed and breakfast, let in by an old woman who was annoyed about the unsociable hour but took our money. Actually, bed and breakfast was too grand a term. It was a hovel that did fry ups. I had no plans to eat anything that was cooked in that building. But Gracie assured me it was the kind of place that did business on a ‘Take cash, ask no questions’ kind of basis, which was precisely what we were in need of. And that mattered much more than a rainfall shower and fresh croissants.  
 
      
 
    We got adjoining rooms and I said goodnight (although it should have been good morning) to Gracie at my door. And we should have parted then, to fall asleep for twelve hours apiece. But we lingered. 
 
      
 
          ‘How much cash have we got left?’ I asked her. 
 
      
 
    She took out the envelope and peeked into it. ‘Three or four’ she said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is that enough?’ I asked her, tentatively. ‘I mean, did we need all of it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If you’re asking if you shouldn’t have thrown that cash in the air, I don’t think I can be mad at you for that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Really?’ I asked, relieved. 
 
      
 
          ‘Eight K for our freedom? Cheap at the price.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But that was your money, wasn’t it? And I threw it away. I’m sure you worked hard to earn it.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie raised her eyebrows and said, ‘That depends how you look at it.’ 
 
      
 
    I gave a small laugh. A few hours ago, I probably would had given her a disapproving look. But I couldn’t very well do that anymore. 
 
      
 
          ‘I still don’t get how they found us’ she asked herself. ‘There shouldn’t be any official records. My renters, all the bill companies, they’ve got a different name.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What about at the hospital?’ I asked, having had a little time to puzzle this one out on the drive over. ‘When you came in to get your arm checked? Did you put your address?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fuck’ she said. ‘How did they get to that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Crabtree. Before he tried to drag me out, he was asking if you were a patient.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And you told him?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of course not. But he’s not an idiot, he’d have figured it out. And all he needed was a real, legal reason to go and ask for your paperwork and I guess he had that once we were officially wanted women. He’d have looked though my charts, found the name Grace…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What a schoolboy error’ she chastised herself. ‘That’s the second time I’ve tripped myself up. I’m usually so careful.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m assuming you’re not usually on the run from a corrupt policeman. So I wouldn’t beat yourself up’ I assured her. ‘In my eyes, you’re still a master criminal.’ 
 
      
 
    She snickered. ‘That’s because I’m the only criminal you’ve ever known.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s actually two now, if I count myself. I’ve driven two stolen cars tonight and evaded the police.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where the hell did you get that idea, anyway? To chuck the cash?’ she asked, fascinated. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes at myself. ‘It was a bit over the top.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was perfect’ she told me with a light smile. ‘You know why? It worked.’ 
 
      
 
    It meant something, her approbation. But I didn’t take long to enjoy it. ‘Are you worried they’ll track us here?’ I asked, the idea suddenly vivid in my mind. ‘I mean, when the person whose car we took reports it, they might link up the incidents, and then it’ll start pinging traffic cams, like you said-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was three in the morning. I doubt they even know the car’s gone yet. But we’ll have to leave it in that ditch. We can’t use it again.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you think we’ll be safe here?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think we’re alright for a day or two.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And then what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I haven’t slept in thirty-six hours, Doc. Can you ask me that after a nap? I promise I’ll do my best to have everything figured out the next time I see you.’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded, feeling the same weariness. ‘Sure. But I’m holding you to your promise’ I told her, seriously. I’m not sure why I even thought it was something she could come through on. Maybe I just needed to believe it to hang on to my sanity, that there was a solution. But at least part of it was the way Gracie had made that promise. I’m not an idiot, I know she must be a highly skilled liar. But she made me believe her, that’s all I can say. 
 
      
 
    ‘You should hold me to it’ she replied and walked away, unlocking her door and slipping in, glancing over her shoulder as she did, the ghost of a smile. 
 
      
 
    I went into my room and looked around. It was old fashioned, but clean enough to look at. Still, without checking the place over with a UV light, I was not letting anything in this room touch my flesh. I stayed in my clothes, laying down on top of the covers.  
 
      
 
    I waited for sleep. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, I was still wide awake. I didn’t know how that could be. Running on adrenaline like I had been for hours, there was no way there was anything left to keep me conscious. I guess it might have been fear, wondering if the police were just around the corner.  
 
      
 
    But there was something else, something I was doing my level best to ignore. Something odd, almost shameful, given the hot water I was in. 
 
      
 
    I was incredibly horny.  
 
      
 
    I was on the run, in a shitty B&B, my life in tatters. And all I could think about was sex.  
 
      
 
    You’re going to be wondering about now who the subject of that sexual desire was and I’d like to say it was purely free-floating, no special focus. Just low-down need. But that would be a stupid lie and I think that’s obvious. The subject of my need was in the adjoining room. Gracie.  
 
      
 
    I should have been asleep, knocked for six after the day I’d had. I was running on pure fumes. But my mind was flooded with images of her, provocative images. What she might look like in her underwear, that’s how it began. And then it was what she’d look like out of it. And then it was how her skin would feel to my touch. And then it was how her body would feel on top of me. 
 
      
 
    And then it was more than just images. I was reaching into my trousers, underneath my pantie line, and I was shocked to discover that I was already soaking wet. I began to touch myself, quickly gathering pace, no preamble necessary, a tightness building, blood roaring in my ears, my legs trembling as I came to the thought of her. Gracie Bloom. The woman who’d tried to seduce me a day earlier, whom I’d had the tenacity to turn down. But if I’d been attracted to her before, it was something else now. I wanted her in a way that made me feel like I was losing my mind. It was a fever, an ache, a sickness with no cure. 
 
      
 
    It occurred to me that there was a cure. And it involved getting up from my bed and knocking on her door. I could picture it easily. We wouldn’t say a word. She’d just look at me and know and she’d pull me into her room and it would be happening. She’d know my every need and my body would react to hers as though we were built to exact specification for one another. 
 
      
 
    I considered it. I really did. But it was a fantasy. Fantasies are designed in your head, made of ideal circumstances. If I knocked on her door, it wouldn’t be that way. More than likely it would be awkward and clumsy, like a lot of firsts can be. That’s real life. 
 
      
 
    So I simply made do, with my own hand and a picture in my mind. It was almost good enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was tossing and turning for a while before the sandman showed up. It was the note we’d left it on, me and Beth, that kept me awake. The fix I’d promised. 
 
      
 
    If this had just been happening to me, I’d have been asleep already. That’s the thing about having nothing to lose. When the shit hits the fan, it’s not that big a deal. My life would be harder for a bit, but in the long-term it was nothing a bottle of hair dye and some time off-grid couldn’t solve. Not Beth though. She wanted it all back, her life, and she wanted it in the pristine condition it had come in. And I was beginning to think that whatever I did, she would never get it back that way. There would be fire damage. 
 
      
 
    I suppose that’s what kept me awake, the hope that in this first moment’s peace since this nightmare began I was going to have a fabulous, bacon-saving brainwave, something that would solve all our problems: 1 - The murder and attempted murder charges Beth and I faced respectively; 2 - A man with money and power as well as at least one policeman in his deep pockets who wanted us dead. So I needed a twofer. A plan that would take care of our legal problems as well as getting Crabtree and King off our backs for good. 
 
      
 
    I had nothing. 
 
      
 
    After a while, I began to realise my brain was not on its highest function and a few hours’ sleep might help. 
 
      
 
    As I turned over, freshly committed to knocking up some zeds, I heard a sound come from the adjoining room, Beth’s. It was midway between a whimper and a moan. Poor Beth. The day she’d had was finally telling on her, despite the strength she’d displayed. But everyone has a breaking point and Beth had apparently reached hers. She was obviously sobbing her heart out. 
 
      
 
    That’s what I fell asleep to. Beth’s moaning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And I dreamed. 
 
      
 
    I was swimming in the ocean, keeping my eyes on the shoreline where people watched me. I wanted to get back to the beach, to be with them, even though I didn’t know them. Although one person seemed familiar. But I couldn’t think why. 
 
      
 
    After a while, I realised that the tide had taken me further from the shore than I should have been and I began to swim harder, trying to get to dry land. I knew if I could just get back to the beach that hands would reach out to me, that I’d be pulled from the water. 
 
      
 
    But I never got close. Instead, the sun abruptly went in and an angry storm broke rapidly, darkening the landscape. Thunder and lightning filled the skies and rain beat down on me as I kept trying to progress to the shore. But I’d never been further from the beach. I couldn’t even see the people on the shore anymore. It was dark now, the waves were high and dangerous and my head kept slipping below the water line. I tried to scream but water filled my mouth. I went under. 
 
      
 
    I began to sink, to the bottom of the ocean. Deeper and deeper, falling to the depths of the cold, black water. I wanted nothing now except for one breath. It was such a little thing to ask, I thought, still sinking. But I could not get it and I knew I never would. I was dying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie?’ a voice says, muffled because it’s underwater. No, I was underwater. Hang on, no I wasn’t. The dream was fading and I could get as many breaths as I wanted. As I got closer to consciousness, breathing had never felt like such a luxury.  
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie’ the voice said again and I cracked one eye open to see Beth sitting on the edge of my bed. ‘Sorry, I hope this is alright, me coming in. I was knocking but you didn’t answer. I was worried.’ 
 
      
 
    I blinked a few times, coming to, life details starting to fall back into my head. Where I am, who I am, what my situation is. None of it great. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s fine’ I told Beth. But she still looked worried. ‘Is everything… Do we have any problems I need to jump out of bed and run away from?’ I asked her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, no, we’re fine, as far as I’m aware. You were really remming though.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Remming?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Your eyes, they were twitching, REM sleep. And your body was locked up like a vice.’ 
 
      
 
    I’d been awake less than a minute and Beth was already trying to diagnose a sleep disorder. ‘Yep, so what?’ I asked, a bit more belligerently than I meant to. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nothing, I was just-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I was dreaming, that’s all. Chill, Doc.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Looked like quite the dream.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t worry about it’ I told her, sitting up. ‘What time is it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘About four.’ 
 
      
 
    I looked at the window, ‘AM or PM?’ I asked, not sure how long I might have been out. 
 
      
 
    She smiled. ‘Just PM. I woke up about an hour ago.’ 
 
      
 
    She looked strangely fresh, no longer wearing her gym stuff. ‘Did you find a dry cleaner?’ I asked, only half kidding. 
 
      
 
          ‘I steamed my clothes while I was showering. Just a freshen up’ she said, smoothing her black, polka dotted blouse, the one I met her in. It looked immaculate. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, you look daisy fresh’ I told her. What I really meant was that she looked good enough to eat. But it wasn’t the time to start acting like the seductress. Not when I had only just woken up. All those hours on the run had made me a bit smelly.  
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks’ she said modestly, glancing at her fingernails. And then quickly added,       ‘I could eat a horse!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Give me ten minutes to shower and I’ll get on it’ I vowed, dragging myself up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t know whether to feel grateful or revolted by the lost and found at the B&B, but the fusty abandoned black baseball cap did make me feel a bit less on display. They had sunglasses too, but it was teatime and walking into a fast food restaurant in shades at night felt like it was going to draw heat more than divert it, so I stuck to the hat. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d bought way too much food and a gallon of drinks, I took it straight back, walking the ten-minute journey in five, heading into the reception without making eye contact with the glaring old lady, and bee-lining straight for Beth’s room, where she was waiting to be fed.  
 
      
 
    I knocked on Beth’s door and paused. She didn’t immediately answer. It was only a few seconds but it stopped my heart. And then her voice came through the flimsy door, ‘Sorry, come in.’ 
 
      
 
    I walked in and I knew immediately what had been distracting her. She was watching TV. The news. Arjun’s picture was on the screen. He was a handsome young guy, bright eyed, sparky looking, no idea was in front of him. A sad death in a grubby basement. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, we’ve gone national’ Beth announced sadly. ‘Apparently, the manhunt has intensified.’ 
 
      
 
    I joined her on the edge of the bed, the bag of food in my hands momentarily forgotten as I watched the report. Arjun’s picture disappeared, replaced by interviews from people who had come forward to talk about the incident at our flat. Or, as one man called it, our ‘Daring escape.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was like Robin Hood’ the man, Jimmy, said excitedly. ‘Throwing all that cash up for us. I’ve never seen anything like it.’ 
 
      
 
    The reporter asked Jimmy if he’d caught any and Jimmy said, ‘If I admit to that, the police’ll come straight to my door to get it back. But let’s just say my wife needed a new mobility scooter, her old one was knackered but the government wouldn’t stump up. And now she can have one so I say, ‘Good on ya, girls! We’re with you every step of the way!’ he said into the camera, waving his fist. 
 
      
 
    The reporter then pointed out to Jimmy that we were wanted for violent crimes. But Jimmy didn’t flinch. ‘Innocent till proven guilty’ he told her.  
 
      
 
    I turned to Beth, about to make some sarcastic remark. But Beth had one lone tear rolling down her cheek. ‘His wife’s getting a scooter’ she repeated, nodding to herself. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re an easy mark’ I observed. ‘Look at you. You hear the phrase, ‘Mobility scooter’ and you go to pieces.’ 
 
      
 
    She wiped at her cheek, embarrassed. ‘Sorry, it’s just… That might be the last time I ever help anyone.’ 
 
      
 
    Yes, I’m a bitch. I know, OK? 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t think of a way to erase my mockery of a person watching the last remnants of their desire to help other people taken away. So I simply handed her a burger. I was glad to see her face light up as she took it. She bit half of it off in one go, chewing for minutes, making little moans as she worked the food around her mouth. 
 
      
 
    I joined her and I knew why she was making those noises. The crappy food tasted like mana from heaven. 
 
      
 
    After we’d devoured the food and washed it down with sugary, tooth rotting, fizzy drinks, we sat back, sated, clutching our stomachs in pain but happy. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t last. 
 
      
 
          ‘OK, that was delicious and I probably gained three pounds in ten minutes but I regret nothing. Now what?’ Beth demanded. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for me, I’d had some thinking time on my trip to get junk food. A little peace, time to ponder and reflect. And it had borne fruit. Or maybe ‘Fruit’ is too grand a word for it. But I had something, a seedling of an idea, I guess. Or part of a seedling. A seedette? 
 
      
 
          ‘Now… OK, so here’s what I’m thinking. Our problem right now is that we have no leverage.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth nodded. ‘Right.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So what we need to do is get some.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Get some leverage?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s right’ I said and I picked up my drink, taking a long slurp. Eventually, Beth realised I was done speaking.  
 
      
 
          ‘Is there more to that thought?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s still a work in progress’ I explained. This was how I worked. I mulled, I pondered, I considered. These things took time, beta trials, that type of thing. I realised Beth was hoping to see a bit more speed than that. She was in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    But she was nothing if not a problem solver and then she said, ‘Alright. That’s our jumping off point.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ours? No, I just need a bit more time. I’ll get there’ I promised. 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe. But this is our problem. I’m happy to pull my weight.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How do you mean pull your weight?’ 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t really listening to me. She was already standing up, pacing about, an energy in her step. 
 
      
 
          ‘We need to conceptualise our goal, strategize a way to achieve it and then put it into operation.’ 
 
      
 
    I blinked. ‘You’re trying to project manage our retaliation?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, no, no’ she said and I felt relieved, until she added. ‘Retaliation is a petty concept. It’s destructive. We’re not trying to destroy, we’re trying to rebuild. You need to keep that at the forefront of your thinking.’ 
 
      
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
          ‘So to start, maybe we need to figure out who these men are. Patrick King, for example. What’s his weakness?’ she prompted. 
 
      
 
    I thought about that. I thought about the man I’d seen playing the philanthropist with kids, who then went straight home and killed a man and didn’t seem to feel anything at all about it. A man who had a policeman on his payroll before that even happened, ready to scrub away any dirt that might mark his public persona. The man from those videos, caring, humble, warm. But in private… Ice cold. 
 
      
 
          ‘He’s a narcissist. He likes to control how people see him. He wants respect, in whatever way will benefit him most.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What can we do with that?’ Beth asked eagerly.  
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, waiting for magic. It didn’t come. ‘I don’t know’ I admitted. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
    I’m not going to say that I was happy or hopeful about the direction our planning session took. It was obviously not going quite as I’d hoped. But just talking about it, trying to find a solution, it felt good.  
 
      
 
    Because we were doing more than just running. We were trying to regain some control. Whether we found an answer wasn’t the point. What mattered was that we’d stopped being scared, that we were getting angry and ready to fight. It was the best I’d felt since this rolling catastrophe had swept me up in its wake.  
 
      
 
    I suppose that was why things took the turn they did that night. It’s possible I got a little too fired up. 
 
      
 
    After we’d racked our brains until they were fried, and we knew that a genius idea wasn’t about to make itself known any time soon, Gracie started to examine my room, poking around, opening cupboards. 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you looking for?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Call me an optimist, but I was hoping to find some manner of minibar’ Gracie said as she opened a small cupboard, finding it bare. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not optimism, it’s fantasy’ I told her.  
 
      
 
    She made a ‘Hmmph’ noise and sat down, starting to take her left shoe off.  I held my hand up, stopping her. ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Bare feet on these carpets?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So I can’t drink and I can’t take my shoes off. Any other bad news?’ 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the bedspread with a light smile. ‘I’m almost sure that someone died on this bedspread. But I guess that’s more my problem than yours.’ 
 
      
 
    And that was my mistake, making that joke. Because as I looked at the cover, I suddenly remembered what I’d been doing on that bed a few hours before. That led to the kind of thought that’s very tough to shake once it makes its way into your head. 
 
      
 
    There was no chance she’d heard me, was there?  
 
      
 
    I told myself that if, if she had, there was no way she could have known I’d been thinking about her while I’d orgasmed. That was ludicrous. 
 
      
 
    So why did she have a way of making me feel like my every thought was on display?  
 
      
 
    Projection, that was all. I was imagining she could see my filthy little secret because it was something I was afraid of. That she’d know that I was like every animal on the planet. Propelled forward by nothing better than lust, the need to procreate that pushes the species forward. Only humans don’t really need that anymore, do we? Seven billion and growing, it’s become surplus to requirement. Yet still, it motivates like nothing else. But I wouldn’t be jerked around on my strings by it. I’d taken care of that, all by myself. Mostly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Where did you just go?’ Gracie asked me. I realised I’d zoned out while I was trying to figure out what Gracie might know. 
 
      
 
          ‘Guess I was just thinking about… Well, everything’ I lied vaguely. I was sure she’d see through it. But if she did, she didn’t let on. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, it’s a lot. I’m surprised at how well you’re dealing with it, actually.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You think I’m dealing with it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re made of steel, far as I can tell.’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t feel like steel. I felt like papier-mâché at best. ‘And how did you arrive at that conclusion?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I saw your face in that multi story. That cop… He pegged you wrong. He thought if he gave you a chance to extract yourself from this mess, you’d take it. But you didn’t. You put your foot down’ she said, the slightest hint of esteem in her voice.  
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t take that compliment. ‘I really don’t see what else I could have done. What, I was supposed to hand you over to that creep?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie shrugged, her brow wrinkling, that cute line in her forehead making an appearance. And I began to wonder what kind of people she’d been around in her life that she was surprised I hadn’t thrown her to the wolves. 
 
      
 
          ‘Where would you be now?’ Gracie asked, abruptly. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If none of this had happened, what would you be doing? Right this minute.’ 
 
      
 
    I checked my watch. ‘I’d have about half an hour left on my shift. It’s funny, I keep having this feeling like I need to call the hospital, let them know I can’t come in. But I guess they already know that. They probably knew before anyone else. Crabtree and his people would have been all over the hospital, asking questions, trying to dig up dirt.’  I stared off into space as I imagined it. ‘Everyone I work with is probably speculating quite wildly about me as we speak. They’ll be examining every interaction, every minor social infraction, looking for clues, trying to figure out whether I’m the person they thought.’ I had to stop there. It hurt too much to keep talking. 
 
      
 
          ‘I wouldn’t worry about that’ Gracie said with a strange certainty. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh?’ I asked cynically. 
 
      
 
          ‘I met you for ten minutes and I could tell you were extremely… Upright.’ 
 
      
 
    I took a sip of my now flat sugary drink. ‘Easy for you to say. You know what happened. But I saw that video. It looked bad.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You were only trying to spook him so he’d get out of the way.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s the thing about CCTV footage. It doesn’t show a transcript of people’s intentions. Even what he said to me, that might have helped. But it’s just a soundless image, showing me driving towards a man. Even my own sister would wonder. Oh god, Suzy!’ I said with a shudder. ‘I wonder if she knows. And my parents? What the hell must they be thinking right now?’ 
 
      
 
    I was starting to spiral. I could feel it, my life, slipping through my fingers like sand. It was disappearing. Beth Carmichael, whoever that was, was disappearing.  
 
      
 
    Gracie suddenly grabbed onto my hand, turning me around to look at her. ‘Beth, take a deep breath. Do not lose it, alright?’ she commanded, looking deep into my eyes.  ‘I need you not to lose it. Because if you lose it, I’ll-’ 
 
      
 
    And I kissed her. 
 
      
 
    Look, I don’t know if you’ve ever been in my position... Actually, you haven’t, have you? On the run from a corrupt cop with only a sexy con woman by your side? Highly unlikely. But the thing about a situation like that, it shakes you to your core. Even now, you want me to tell you about that kiss and I’m trying to intellectualise it. Because that’s Beth. That’s me. Or that was me.  
 
      
 
    They say that you can tell when something tragic has happened to you because you begin to quantify your life into two categories. Things that happened before the event and after it. Because a tragic event changes you radically. It alters your perspective on the world and your place in it. Who was I before? And who was I now? That’s the question that had been churning away in the back of my mind, a mind trying to process a tragedy. People would define a tragedy as suffering a loss, a death. And that’s what had happened to me. It was a death. Only it was mine. 
 
      
 
    I was someone else now, whoever the news said. And even though I’d been trying to build a robust sex firewall between Gracie and myself from the second I met her – with varying degrees of success – what was it worth now? What life was I trying to protect by not doing everything my body kept telling me to do? There was no Dr Beth Carmichael anymore. Not the one I’d built, anyway. 
 
      
 
    I’m trying to explain why I kissed Gracie, why I broke my own rules. But when you get down to it, I suppose I just wanted to. And now I could. So I did. 
 
      
 
    It was almost worth losing everything for. 
 
      
 
    When I kissed her, I wasn’t sure if she would even want it. A lot had happened since she’d tried to pick me up and I could see how it might cool a person’s libido a bit. 
 
      
 
    But when I pushed my lips against hers, she came back just as hard and we grabbed onto each other, tongues and arms intertwined. She pushed me back onto the bed, climbing astride me, gravity pushing us onward, closing the space between our bodies. Gracie began to grind against me hard and then I felt myself dragging her clothing from her body and she was doing the same. I heard something rip and I couldn’t have cared less. This wasn’t some gentle, hesitant, polite first time, which is every first time I’ve ever had with a woman, I’ll admit to that. It was wild, reckless, bad mannered. No one asked permission for anything. No one checked in to see if the other person was happy. We were too busy tearing into each other like the world was about to end. 
 
      
 
    And then we were both completely naked, on top of the terrible bedspread, and I was sitting on her face, pressing down on her in a way that could have killed her. But she was moaning into me and so I didn’t hold back. Especially since she was also working both sides of me with her hands as well as using her mouth expertly, manipulating three erogenous zones at once. I’ve never had a finger up my rear before. I’d always been a bit nervous at the prospect. But I wasn’t feeling too prim right now. I was too busy wondering which part of me was going to reach orgasm first.  
 
      
 
    And then it happened, orgasm number one. And then two and three. I couldn’t say where they originated, I was awhirl with too much pleasure, coming from too many places. I barely cared that I was screaming the place down. 
 
      
 
    On what I think was number four, (I could barely remember how to count by that point), I slumped off Gracie, falling sideways in a slow tumble of exhaustion, landing on my back, head to toe with her. I stared at the ceiling as I tried to catch my breath, sweat running down my forehead, my hand on my chest, feeling my heart beating nineteen to the dozen. I felt like I’d been given a thousand volts of defibrillation to the chest. 
 
      
 
    As I lay there, panting, I became aware of Gracie sitting up, looking down at me. ‘I haven’t broken you, have I?’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t feel like I could speak so I simply shook my head, to give a generally positive reply. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you need water?’ she asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    I nodded again and she stood, still naked, and went to her bag, getting out a bottle of water. I hadn’t had a chance to see her fully before. It had all been a blur. But now I could take a moment as she walked across the room, her body glistening with god knew whose bodily juices, to see if the way she filled out clothes had been any kind of false promise. It had not. 
 
      
 
    It was partly the confidence. She wore her nudity like an expensively tailored outfit, strutting across the room easily. Whereas I was lying there wondering if there was any way to drag a sheet across myself without drawing attention to it. And I work hard to keep in shape, so it’s not about that. I suppose she knew she looked good where I only ever hoped to.  
 
      
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed and handed me the water and I sat up and took it, pouring half of it down my throat in one go, trying not to spill. It was tough enough to keep my dignity naked without dribbling down my chin. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d sated myself, I looked at Gracie and she was watching me, a lazy half smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d given up on this, thought it would never happen’ she said. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip, realising something. She’d rocked my world. And I was even more excited to return the favour. 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you mean happen?’ I asked her. ‘Isn’t it still happening?’ And I put my water down and pulled her toward me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    So I was right. There was something pent up in Beth, something needing release. She was a deep well to pump, so to speak. That was clear as the hands on the imaginary clock span around and around, beyond our care as a completely unexpected sex marathon erupted between us, going on for… I suppose it was hours, although I never looked at the time so I don’t know how many. But we couldn’t seem to stop. Every now and again, someone would collapse, apparently spent.  
 
    But then one or the other would start things up again and we were renewed.  
 
      
 
    I’d never known anything like it. I’ve been with women who were tough to satisfy, practically bottomless pits of sexual demand, but that’s not quite what Beth was. She wasn’t trying to fill some emotional hole with sex. It was the opposite. She had a surplus of something, a thing I suspect she’d been pushing down for a long time. Maybe she thought that after all this time, that it had died. But all it needed was the right conditions and boom. Out it came, alive and kicking. Passion.  
 
      
 
    She was a person with a certain way of seeing herself and I suppose that meant holding herself back, never losing her composure, never letting go of the things she thought she should hang onto. And then she was losing everything. All over me. It was like I shook a can of coke and yanked on the ring pull. And it was magnificent. 
 
      
 
    I knew it wasn’t the start of anything, that she wasn’t doing this because she was falling for me, let me be clear on that. I’m not saying I wanted her to fall for me, either. But someone like Beth, that brain going at warp speed all the time, trying to break everything down, trying to make sense of a random universe, trying so hard to hang onto any scrap of control of her life, it’s hard to really get their attention, even for a minute. And I got it for quite a bit longer than a minute. It made me feel a satisfaction I rarely ever knew. Even though I knew it wouldn’t last.  
 
      
 
    Because it couldn’t. If she ever got her old life back, this would be a blip on an otherwise upward trajectory, a moment that happened to knock into my own downward spiral. She’d go back to the person she was, eventually settle down with a nice little wife, buy a three-bed semi, pop out the 2.4 kids, get the dog and the minivan, keep it all safe behind that white picket fence. And this night would be packed away, placed on a high shelf in her sex vault, a hot memory and nothing more, something her mind would occasionally trip over while she had dinner with the family.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps I sound resentful. But I wouldn’t begrudge it, not for Beth. I’m just taking a hammer to that life because I know it’s not for me. Even if I ever had the silly notion that there was anyone I could settle down with, it wouldn’t matter, it’s not available to the likes of me so whatever, I don’t get hung up on it. But somebody like Beth, not counting the last few hours of gymnastic delights, that’s where she was going, to that real life. And she should. She deserved it. 
 
      
 
    But for right now, she was with me, wallowing – in every sense – in filth. I didn’t mean to bring her down to my level and if I could get her out, I’d do it. In the meanwhile, however, I’d take what I could get. Like I always did. 
 
      
 
          ‘OK’ I said as things finally seemed to come to a halt. ‘I can’t move my legs.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Give them a minute’ Beth said. ‘The feeling just came back to mine, so yours can’t be far behind.’ 
 
      
 
    And then things went quiet. Me and Beth, lying naked, side by side, apparently peaceful.  
 
      
 
          ‘I was wondering…’ Beth suddenly said and I knew the peace was about to be ruined. I had an idea of what question she was going to ask. But I waited, hoping to be wrong. 
 
      
 
          ‘How did you get into this? The whole…. Err…’ Beth trailed off, looking for words that wouldn’t hurt my feelings. But I wasn’t hurt. I was annoyed. Why couldn’t we just enjoy the post-coital bliss? Anyone else might have given it five minutes. But Beth of the whirring intellect? Of course not. 
 
      
 
          ‘Criminal lifestyle?’ I supplied. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is that what you’d call it?’ she asked and I think she knew she was being mocked. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t call it anything. It’s just my life’ I told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve pissed you off’ she said flatly. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ I lied. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not judging, I’m just interested’ Beth explained. 
 
      
 
    I turned over and leaned on my good arm. ‘Why are you bringing this up at all?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t… I was just…’ she spluttered. 
 
      
 
          ‘That was rhetorical. I know what you’re doing’ I said, trying not to sound angry. 
 
      
 
    Beth was interested. ‘What am I doing?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You just had sex with someone and you’re starting to wonder if you should be ashamed of it. Sure, I’m good for a few hours of fun, but how would it look to other people?’ 
 
      
 
    Beth’s eyes went wide. ‘That’s not it at all!’ she exclaimed, shocked. But that was only because she didn’t know human nature as well as I did. Even if she wasn’t thinking that just yet, she would. ‘I’m on the run as well, if you’d forgotten’ she added hotly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Funny how no one ever stops you in the middle to start asking those kinds of questions. It’s always after they’ve had their fun’ I said, ignoring her protest as I jumped out of bed, looking for my clothes. I didn’t turn to see how Beth was reacting. I didn’t care. I just wanted to get the hell out of the room. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie, calm down-’ 
 
      
 
    I found my underwear and climbed quickly into it. ‘You think you’re the first good girl I’ve been with who started asking questions? Every one of them, always wondering how it’ll look to the rest of the world. Pathetic!’ I said, surprised at how angry I was getting. Actually, the anger wasn’t the surprise. It was the fact I was letting it slip out that was uncharacteristic. 
 
      
 
    I was dressed by this point and I turned to the door, casting one look over my shoulder as I turned the handle. Beth looked horrified. I was glad. She’d made me feel shitty. She deserved a dose of the same. 
 
      
 
    And I slammed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went into my room and sat down on the edge of the bed, my fingers gripping the edge of the mattress. I wanted to scream and not for the same reasons I had a little while ago. Who the hell was she to start conducting some sort of interview as soon as she’d gotten what she wanted? Just because she’d stayed the right side of the law, because she’d had the luxury of being able to… 
 
      
 
    And then it hit me, fiddling with that mattress. It wasn’t aligned right on the bed frame. Off by a few centimetres. Shit. 
 
      
 
    I jumped up and grabbed hold of the mattress, lifting it off the bed and throwing it on the floor. I think it hit a lamp but I barely noticed. Because I was looking at the space underneath the mattress where my manila envelope should have been. 
 
      
 
    It was gone. Some bastard had stolen it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was right. I didn’t know it until she walked out, after I’d had a few minutes to get over the shock of the row, but once I did, I knew she was on the button. I had been assessing her character, hoping to find some reason she’d gotten into the life she had, some story that would make me feel better about her.  
 
      
 
    But what she had wrong was the reason I’d done it. I wasn’t concerned about a smudge on my own character. In truth, I was starting to like Gracie for who she was. And after we’d had sex (so very much sex) I started to think, would it be the craziest thing in the world if… 
 
      
 
    Yes, it probably would. And this was exactly why I’d tried not to get entangled with Gracie in the first place. Sex haze. It’s a real thing. The chemical Oxytocin is released during climax and it causes people, more so women, to feel attached to the person who released it. And it blinds you to a person’s faults, to whether you’re genuinely compatible, sex aside.  
 
      
 
    But as much as I knew that, it was hard to really remember it as I lay next to Gracie, exhausted but happy. So, yes. I decided to try and fudge the situation a bit, try to get closer to her, to see if there were any overlaps in our stories, anything that meant she wasn’t a completely hopeless case, that she wasn’t without girlfriend potential.  
 
      
 
    And Gracie had gauged it in a heartbeat, way ahead of me. But only after she’d gone did I understand just how insulting it was to do that to her. To try and make her live up to my expectations. Whether she could or she couldn’t, it had been an insult to yank her strings like that. It had been even worse for the fact I’d been so bloody unsubtle.  
 
      
 
    I had been wishing to take those final few minutes back when Gracie burst back in, flushed and breathless. I was sure she was about to say something like, ‘And another thing!’, but I wasn’t going to let her. I sat straight up from the bed, wrapping a towel around myself, immediately repentant. ‘I’m glad you came back. Before you have another go at me, I want to…’ and I stopped. She hadn’t come back to my room for round two of a row. It was something else. ‘What is it?’ 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. ‘The envelope’s gone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘The one with-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘All the cash we have in the world? That’s the one.’ 
 
      
 
    I tried not to panic. ‘And you’ve checked everywhere. You’re sure it’s not-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tore the room apart’ Gracie answered. 
 
      
 
          ‘So what-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Light fingered staff member, most likely.’ 
 
      
 
    I was now out of questions so I simply said, ‘Fuck.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie nodded. ‘Fuck, indeed. Get dressed.’ 
 
      
 
    I got up and began to try and dress without dropping the towel. I realise she’d licked every inch of me not long ago, but I suppose my prudishness had come back with a vengeance. ‘Why do I need to get dressed’ I asked, as I got my bra and shirt on successfully without flashing my boobs. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because if the cash is still in the building, we could still get it back.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the reception desk, the same morose old lady who had checked us in was on duty. She barely glanced up at us from her crossword puzzle. ‘If you’re checking out, you’ve missed the cut off so you’ll still get charged for the night’ she said by rote. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not checking out’ Gracie told her. ‘I’m just trying to find out if anyone went in our room this evening?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We don’t do turn down service’ the old woman laughed, horribly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you do theft?’ Gracie asked sharply.  
 
      
 
    The woman stopped laughing. ‘Beg your pardon?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think you heard me perfectly’ Gracie said, angrily. ‘So, who was it? Cleaner? Maybe a handyman? Or perhaps it was you?’ 
 
      
 
    I’d known Gracie was looking to find our money, but I’d been under the impression she was going to charm her way to it, using her ‘special set of skills’. But she was going in all guns blazing. I thought that was a terrible approach. I put a hand on her arm and pulled her away, whispering, ‘What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What the hell does it look like I’m doing? I’m interrogating that woman. She knows something. It’s written all over her face.’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think anything was written on her face. To my eye, she was an old woman with a mean streak. But that didn’t equate to a thief. ‘But why are you going at her like that? Isn’t your whole thing about catching flies with honey?’ 
 
      
 
    She smiled dryly. ‘Usually. But you know what else attracts flies? Shit. And I’m going to bring it down on this place if they don’t give me my money back in the next five minutes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You can’t do that’ I told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘And why the fuck not?’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to say it out loud so I simply made a face. She knew what I was trying to convey. That we shouldn’t cause a stink, being that we were wanted women and all. But she didn’t seem to care.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I know that woman knows something. So you can either trust that or get out of my way, and I don’t very much care which one you pick.’ And she turned from me, going back to the old woman. ‘So. Where are we on getting me my fucking money?’ 
 
      
 
    I thought the old woman was going to deny involvement again. But she didn’t. She grinned. ‘And what money’s that, darlin’? A few notes in a purse, all kosha? Something her majesty’s revenue and customs knows all about?’ 
 
      
 
    I sighed to myself. Gracie was dead on. If the woman hadn’t taken the money herself, she knew who did. I thought what amounted to a confession was only going to make Gracie angrier, but she seemed to relax now we all knew where we stood. ‘Alright’ she smiled. ‘Fine. Take a cut if you want. Couple of grand, I’ll let it go. But I need the rest and if you don’t hand it over-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ll what? Call the police?’ the old woman sneered. 
 
      
 
    I’ve got to hand it to her, Gracie’s face didn’t twitch at the mention of police. I’d have probably dropped to my knees and begged her not to call them. Gracie had more guts than that. She simply set her mouth in a straight line, staring the woman down. But she didn’t say anything. And the old woman knew she’d gotten the upper hand. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know, the amount of unholy screaming the hotel had to put up with tonight’, the old lady said, looking at me, ‘I think it’s money earned.’ She looked me up and down and said, ‘Disgustin’ carry on, that’s what it was.’ I felt myself blush. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oi!’ Gracie shouted. ‘Don’t speak to her that way! You’re not fit to lick dirt from her boots, you thieving old witch!’ 
 
      
 
    My heart did a little leap when she said that. It was sweet, her defending my honour. Kind of. But the old lady didn’t agree. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right! That’s it!’ the old woman shouted at Gracie. And then she called over her shoulder. ‘Robby! Early check out!’ 
 
      
 
    Out came Robby. All six foot, seven inches of him. He wasn’t muscly - he was actually kind of portly - but his height made up for his lack of athleticism. The threat of him was clear. ‘Trouble, Gran?’ he asked the old woman. She turned to us. ‘I don’t know. Have we got a problem?’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie looked at Robby, at the old woman, to me, then back to the old woman. ‘I guess not’ she conceded, sourly. ‘We’re checking out. But you can be fucking sure you’re not getting a good Yelp review’ she said as she walked back to the stairs, taking them two at a time. I followed quickly, whispering, ‘What now?’ 
 
      
 
    She walked up the second flight without answering.  
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie!’ I hissed, as we reached her door. ‘We’ve got no money and no bed for the night, what-’ 
 
      
 
    She spun to face me. ‘You know what? Why don’t you provide some solutions for a fucking change? I’m not your wet nurse!’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t reply and Gracie slumped against the door, defeated. She shook her head at herself. ‘Sorry’ she said, without meeting my eye. 
 
      
 
    But Gracie was right. I’d been leaving a lot of the legwork to her.  
 
      
 
    Gracie began to scheme anew. ‘Maybe we could, I don’t know, head to the town, it’s about a mile away, I could maybe swipe a few wallets, find somewhere…’ she started to say, little hope in her tone.  
 
      
 
          ‘Where are we right now?’ I asked her. ‘Are we anywhere near Geldford Woods, by any chance?’ 
 
      
 
    She nodded. ‘It’s about three miles south. Why?’ 
 
      
 
    I touched a weary hand to my forehead. ‘I think I might have a solution to our problems.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Really?’ she asked, her relief palpable. And then she must have seen the look on my face. ‘Then why do you look so unhappy’ she asked suspiciously.  
 
      
 
          ‘You’ll see’ I told her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t like this. Not a bit.  
 
      
 
    We were trekking through the dark woods, only the light of the moon standing between us and pitch black, headed for a location that wasn’t clearly defined. I hadn’t liked it walking past the treeline, beyond the scope of civilisation. And now, forty minutes later, who knew how many miles deeper in, I was no happier. I was tired, wet and angry. 
 
      
 
    And my feet hurt. I wasn’t wearing shoes intended for rambling. They were supposed to make my legs look longer and give my arse that little bit of lift that turns heads. Instead, they kept getting sucked into pockets of wet mud, pulled off my feet a dozen times or more as we walked.  
 
      
 
    To top it all off, Beth wouldn’t even tell me precisely where we were going. Every time I pressed her, she’d only say, ‘It’s safe and off the grid.’ And I was in no position to be choosy, so I kept trudging miserably behind her, hoping with each step that she’d suddenly say, ‘We’re here’ and we’d walk into a clearing to find some beautiful cottage, a fire in the hearth and food on the stove, some maternal type all ready to take care of us. But no. Only more mud, more darkness, more fucking trees.  
 
      
 
          ‘I still don’t know why I couldn’t just snag us another car’ I moaned. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because we don’t need it’ Beth told me. ‘The other two times, we were in a tight spot. We’re not stealing cars every time it’s convenient.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And this isn’t tight? I feel like the Blair Witch is gonna jump out from behind a tree.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t say things like that’ she said, quickly. ‘There’s enough things to actually be scared about without you freaking me out.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you actually scared?’ I teased. She didn’t answer. ‘You’re the one who dragged us into these woods.’ 
 
      
 
    She still said nothing.  
 
      
 
          ‘What is it precisely that you’re frightened of right now?’ I asked her. ‘Is it the dark? Or what might be hiding in it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Would you stop it!’ she snapped. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sure’ I replied. ‘But you know what I say about darkness? It gives as much as it takes away. Things can hide in it, yeah. But so can you.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth kept walking and I thought my comment had passed her. But two minutes later, she seemed to enliven and she turned to me, asking, ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
      
 
    It took me a second to even remember what I’d said. ‘It’s pretty literal’ I told her. ‘The dark has places to hide.’ 
 
      
 
    She turned to me. ‘I don’t think it is literal, as a matter of fact. There’s clearly quite a strong subtext.’ 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t wait to hear what she thought the insinuation was, but I feigned indifference. ‘Yeah?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What we did, earlier. That took place in the dark, didn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Well, well. So she wanted to talk about the sex marathon. I’d had an idea we might never bring it up again. But if she was going to fire a shot, I’d take her bullet and load it into my own gun. 
 
      
 
          ‘As segues go, that was clunky’ I informed her. ‘If you wanted to talk about the fact that we spent most of tonight fucking each other’s brains out, you don’t need to start an argument to do it.’ 
 
      
 
    It was dark, but I could tell Beth was blushing without even needing to see her pink little cheeks. ‘You were the one baiting me. Don’t try and turn it around.’ 
 
      
 
    Had I been baiting her? Hard to say. But I wouldn’t discount it. Despite our dramatic exit from the B&B, I was still thinking about what had happened before. And I was still angry. 
 
      
 
    It’s not as though I’ve never been used for sex before. Or that I haven’t done some using in my time. If that was the deal with Beth, I could have stood it. But it was that thing afterward, her trying to make me account for myself. It had really gotten to me.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look’ I said and I stopped walking, turning to her, hands on my hips. ‘You want to know my crappy backstory, how I got like this? Then you can have it, if it makes you feel better.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth shook her head. ‘No, it’s not my business. I shouldn’t have-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Number one!’ I started, not caring if she didn’t want to hear it anymore. She was getting it. ‘This was what my mother did, or Gina as she made me call her unless she was pulling a scam that required me to be her child slash prop. She scammed and stole and conned and robbed everyone blind my whole life, so we could never stay anywhere or get comfortable or feel safe until… Number two, she went to prison when I was sixteen. And then, number three, I was left to fend for myself so I had a choice: use the education I’d been given, or live on the street. And I chose. And then it was really hard to do anything else, so I kept living like this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is she still in prison?’ Beth asked hesitantly. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, she got out a few years ago. She calls on me occasionally when she needs money. And if you’d like to know where my father is, well frankly, so would I. I’m not even sure Gina knows. So that’s it, the whole pathetic tale. I turned into my mother. How boring and predictable. Feel better?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of course not’ Beth said. ‘That sounds really hard. I’m sorry-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No! I stopped her, furious. ‘Don’t you dare feel sorry for me!’ 
 
      
 
    Beth had the sense to close her mouth. I suddenly felt embarrassed. I never talked about Gina for this precise reason. I didn’t want to make her poor parenting the point of my life, the explanation for my whole being. I’d made my own choices, just like she had. 
 
      
 
    And now Beth pitied me, I could tell. She took a step toward me, and I didn’t know what she was going to do. I had this horrible feeling she was going to give me a hug. I’d have rather she slapped me around the face. 
 
      
 
    But then she looked past me, to something in the distance and I turned to follow her gaze. Dimly, I could make out the shape of a woman, backlit by a campfire. And then she spoke, shouted to us ‘This is private property! I’m allowed to shoot you if you take another step!’  
 
      
 
    I froze. But Beth didn’t seem scared and she called back. ‘I don’t think that’s right, Sis. And anyway, how’re you going to shoot us? It’s obvious you’re just making a gun shape with your fingers.’ 
 
      
 
    And the voice shouted, ‘Spock!?’ And then the woman was running to Beth, whizzing past me, grabbing Beth in a hug that she gingerly accepted. I watched the hug, examining the woman, Suzy. She was pure old school hippie. Hemp clothes, ratty plaits, the smell of patchouli oil coming off of her in waves. How the hell was this Beth’s sister? 
 
      
 
    After the hug broke, Suzy backed off. ‘Beth, what are you doing here?’ she asked, excited, aflutter. 
 
      
 
    Beth raised an eyebrow. ‘I guess you haven’t seen the news, then.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy laughed, apparently finding the concept of her keeping up with current events hilarious.  
 
      
 
          ‘What about Mum and Dad? Haven’t they called?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘They’re in Portugal till the fifteenth. What’s going on, Spock? 
 
      
 
    Beth didn’t answer, immersed in the relief that her new reputation was unlikely to make it to the continent. 
 
      
 
    Suzy suddenly realised they weren’t alone ‘Who have we got here?’ she said to me. 
 
      
 
          ‘This is Gracie’ Beth said and I stuck my hand out. But Suzy didn’t notice it, pushing past it, going straight for a very intense hug. I let her squeeze while I looked over her shoulder at Beth, who was rolling her eyes at her sister. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hello Gracie’ Suzy said into my ear, comfortable and intimate. ‘I’m so glad to meet you. It’s about time Beth met someone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not like that’ Beth told her. And Suzy, still deep in the hug, took a deep sniff of me. ‘Then why do you both smell of each other? And you both stink of sex.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth gaped, thunderstruck. ‘Are you a werewolf now?’ she asked her sister.  
 
      
 
    I added ‘It’s more of a ‘ships that pass in the night’ deal.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy finally released me and turned back to her sister. ‘Beth, I’m glad to see you, but it’s the middle of the night. Is something wrong?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Can I tell you next to that fire?’ Beth asked her. ‘I’m freezing.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After we’d gotten settled around the fire, plonked in some busted old lawn chairs, I looked around the clearing, taking in the sights. Beside an enormous but very ramshackle looking caravan, there was a series of steel structures, twisted metal sculptures twenty feet high. One was an angry looking octopus with blades at the end of each tentacle, one a pregnant woman who seemed in the act of pulling a baby from herself, one a gnarled tree with eyeballs and a mouth hidden among the branches. Dotted among the structures were smaller artworks, canvas and otherwise. I was impressed.  
 
      
 
          ‘Like your stuff’ I told Suzy. 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks, it’s too confrontational for a lot of people’ she said, but her eyes were very much on Beth, rubbing her hands near the fire, trying to warm her bones. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly, the door to the big old caravan at the edge of the clearing opened and a guy of about twenty-five walked out, yawning, shirtless. His chest was ripped but so were his underpants and he looked in danger of releasing the mouse from the house at any moment.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s my husband, Leaf’ Suzy explained. ‘Isn’t he beautiful?’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t really know how to answer that. ‘Yes, he’s … Very nice.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Suzy, you should have told me your sister was coming’ he said irritably as he reached us. 
 
      
 
          ‘I would have if I’d known’ she told him and he sat down on a lawn chair, his groin somehow still encased in the deteriorating undies. Suzy took it as an opportunity and leaned in to Beth. ‘You warm yet? Ready to tell us what’s going on?’ 
 
      
 
    Beth looked up from the fire. ‘Not quite.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy turned to me. ‘You tell us, then.’ 
 
      
 
    I thought she was kidding. But she didn’t laugh. She just sat there, waiting for me to start.  
 
      
 
    I really didn’t think it was my place to explain all this to Beth’s family. But Beth didn’t jump in to help. She just looked on, as though she were about to find out the tale along with everyone else. I wanted to strangle her. 
 
      
 
          ‘We’re on the run from a psychopathic CEO and the police’ I said and then gestured to Beth. ‘You can take it from there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What is there to add? I think that covers it’ Beth replied and went back to warming her hands. 
 
      
 
    Suzy and Leaf turned to Beth. Suzy exchanged a quick glance with Leaf and said, ‘Beth?’ 
 
      
 
    Beth looked up at last at her sister. ‘Suzy?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s really going on here?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Just what the lady said. Psycho businessman, corrupt cops, attempted murder charges, probably some resisting arrest too. But Gracie here reckons she can fix it. Honestly, though, I’m starting to doubt it.’ 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that. Anyone with half a brain cell might have wondered if my claims about fighting a corrupt system might have been bluster. But still, it hurt to hear her say it. 
 
      
 
    Beth stood up. ‘Right, enough of this. I’m just gonna curl up and wait for the police to come if that’s alright with everyone.’ And she walked away, straight into the caravan. 
 
      
 
    I was left with Suzy and Leaf, their eager little faces pointed at me. Suzy looked interested but Leaf had a different look. He was anxious, his relaxed slouch of a few minutes ago vanished, now sitting bolt upright. But Suzy didn’t seem to notice or care. She wanted the deets and she wanted them now. It was only natural. ‘Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
    For fucks sakes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Beth  
 
      
 
    I woke in a blue morning light, the sound of chickens clucking outside.   
 
      
 
    I turned over and Gracie was next to me, fully dressed, fast asleep, foetal position. There were only two beds in the caravan, Suzy and Leaf had the main one and I’d pulled the other out of the sofa, so Gracie must have been shoved in this direction after I fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    I suppose I should have stayed up to explain the situation to Suzy. But I was done. Not just from all the running from the authorities and the trek through Geldford Woods and everything else. I was soul tired. Hearing Gracie tell me about the kind of childhood she’d had, that had taken the last of me, it really had. It had been exactly the kind of story I’d wanted, a tough upbringing, lack of choices, all the reasons that were supposed to make it easier to understand why she lived this way. A sad story to make my own feelings easier to swallow. 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t sad. She was more resilient than I could have imagined. And I’d tried to paint her as a victim for my own preposterous reasons. What had I imagined was going to happen once I knew the truth? Did I think I could scoop her up and love her and fix her? How patronising. She must have been sickened by me. I know I was. 
 
      
 
    And that’s why I’d left her with Suzy and Leaf. One look at my sister and I knew that if I tried to talk, I was going to break down in tears. And Gracie wouldn’t. She’d just go ahead and do what needed doing because that’s how she lived. 
 
      
 
    I’d hoped she’d explained the reality behind the headlines to Suzy, that I hadn’t really been trying to kill anyone, that I wasn’t an accomplice to murder, that I certainly wasn’t anyone’s puppet. But then again, Suzy might’ve never even see the news. She hated the internet and she didn’t have a TV. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to look at Gracie while she slumbered. She was a beautiful sleeper. I’d probably had my mouth hanging open and she looked angelic. Typical. She couldn’t do anything without doing it in gorgeous fashion. 
 
      
 
    The quiet was abruptly shattered. At the other end of the caravan, behind a Styrofoam wall, war was breaking out. ‘And what if the police do come here? We won’t be invisible anymore. We’ll be bang on the grid. And all those council tax bills will catch right up with us again’ Leaf was yelling. 
 
      
 
         ‘I like your sister, but I think Leaf might be a bit of a prick’ Gracie muttered and I turned to see the row had woken her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Agreed’ I whispered. 
 
      
 
          ‘So what?’ Suzy was saying, ‘Are you telling me that if one of your horrible relatives showed up here, you wouldn’t take them in?’ Suzy demanded. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not if they were up for attempted manslaughter! And only one of them is family. The other one’s a total stranger!’  
 
      
 
          ‘Will you be quiet!’ Suzy demanded of Leaf in a stage whisper. ‘They’ll hear you!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Too late’ Gracie muttered as the argument went down several decibels, now a series of angry whispers that I couldn’t quite make out. I wanted to die. It wasn’t that I didn’t think they had an entitlement to have this conversation. But why the hell were they doing it in earshot? 
 
      
 
          ‘You and your sister are quite different’ Gracie noted, as we pretended we couldn’t hear Leaf and Suzy rowing about us. ‘Which one of you is the oldest? My money’s on you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s true. But only by a few minutes’ I told her.  
 
      
 
    She was astounded. ‘She’s your twin?! That’s even wilder. How do people as different as you two come out of one egg? I wouldn’t even think you were related!’ 
 
      
 
    I knew this would come up. It always does. I love Suzy but I’m sure she’d agree, we don’t have a lot in common. She doesn’t understand my life and I don’t understand hers. Still, we love each other in our funny way. That’s why I’d come here. She was the only person I could really trust to help me out. The fact she lived at a place that didn’t have a postcode was only a bonus.  
 
      
 
    Oh, and she owes me about six grand. So this made us even. 
 
      
 
    Suzy suddenly came flying out of the bedroom, Leaf hot on her heels. ‘I’m very sorry if you heard any of that’ she was saying, Leaf saying over her, ‘Just a little dispute about proper chicken maintenance, that’s all.’ 
 
      
 
    I looked at Gracie and she said, ‘Yeah, sure. Anyway, thanks for having me’ as she, got awkwardly to her feet from the fold-out bed. I turned shocked. ‘What?’ I cried. ‘We just got here. Where are we going?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not we’ Gracie said. ‘Look, we don’t need to stick together anymore. I still want to fix this but I think it’s best if I do it alone. You can stay here. With your family.’ 
 
      
 
    I turned to Suzy and Leaf. ‘Excuse us a second’ I said, climbing off the bed, grabbing Gracie by the hand and out of the caravan. Suzy called, ‘You’re very welcome here, FYI!’ as the door slammed shut behind us. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie, please don’t go’ I started. ‘Stay. Let’s figure this out together, like before.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie looked at me sceptically. ‘We haven’t figured anything out. We’re still as boned as we were a few days ago. All we’ve done is stay out of police custody.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And not get murdered’ I added. ‘And when you think about it, that’s quite an achievement.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not good enough. I said I’d deal with it and so far, all I’ve done is run.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s all you could do. All we could do’ I argued. ‘Look, maybe it’s not… realistic to think we can fight this anyway. Not like this.’ 
 
      
 
    Her eyes narrowed. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m adjusting to the situation’ I clarified. It had been on my mind all through that miserable walk through the dark woods, the lowest point in all of this. As predicted, all that excitement of the police chase had been spent on my sexual adventures with Gracie and now all that was over, I was just a person with nothing left, trudging further and further from everything I’d worked for.  
 
      
 
    I was running away with the nebulous hope that all was not lost, that I could get everything back as it was. But what if I couldn’t? Might it be better to just turn myself in and get some good legal help, as I’d advised Gracie to do in the beginning? It would cost me a lot of money, and I might have to spend some time in prison, which was admittedly terrifying. But ultimately, wasn’t it better to try and hold onto the last scraps of my dignity, to step into the light and try to clear my name? I could get through this. It would be hard, painful, risky. But can’t that be said of anything worth getting? 
 
      
 
    But I knew Gracie wouldn’t feel the same. And looking at her now, I’d underestimated just how dismaying she found the idea of giving myself up. ‘You’re not planning to go to the cops, are you?’ 
 
      
 
    I paused, trying to think of the best way to say it, the least upsetting way. ‘I think it’s for the best. I’m not saying you have to come with me this time, you can stay in hiding if that’s what you want-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth, are you fucking crazy?’ she exploded. ‘Do you think this ends with the charges? Patrick King will never let this get to trial. He wouldn’t take the risk of this all coming out!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What you mean?’ 
 
      
 
    She grabbed me by the shoulders for emphasis, pulling me close, locking her eyes onto mine, blazing with intensity. ‘You’ll die in prison before you ever get to court.’ 
 
      
 
    That shocked me. But I was dubious. ‘You can’t know that’ I argued.  
 
      
 
    Her mouth puckered, that line in her brow appeared, deeper than I’d ever seen it. I don’t think I’d seen her so wilfully sure of anything. ‘I won’t let you do this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But it makes sense. You were going to leave anyway, this just makes it simpler. You go your way, I’ll go mine. You’re released from your promise’ I told her. And then I added, thoughtlessly, ‘I’m not going to help them find you, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not what I’m worried about at all!’ she said, her voice raised. ‘I’m not just some selfish monster, Beth. I give a shit if you die.’ 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t sound very poetic in retrospect. But coming from Gracie, the woman who played her cards as close to her chest as you can imagine, it was oddly romantic. 
 
      
 
    But her theory about me getting killed in prison, it had to be hyperbole. All this time, all she’d done was call everything crooked. But aside from one policeman on the take, it couldn’t all be so rotten, could it? Maybe she only felt that way because that was the world she’d been shown since day one, by her mother. The system couldn’t be as broken as Gracie believed it to be. Because I was part of that system too and as a doctor, I saw people being helped every day by people who didn’t do it because they had to. They did it because they wanted to. For every Crabtree, there were thousands, tens of thousands, millions of people who were his antithesis. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t want Gracie to run off half-cocked, looking for a solution that likely didn’t exist. She’d only get herself into even more trouble. I still believed I was right, that I should turn myself in and deal with it all head on. But I was worried about what that would mean for Gracie. Specifically, I was concerned that she would do something reckless, which had been her modus operandi since the moment I’d met her. Even if it was for altruistic reasons. In fact, that might even be worse. If she put anything above her survival instinct, it was bound to turn out badly.  
 
      
 
    She was telling me she cared about me, I understood that. And I cared about her too. Which was why I needed to buy myself some more time, buy her time. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I won’t turn myself in, alright?’ I lied. ‘But you have to stay too.’ 
 
      
 
    Gracie didn’t look very sure. ‘That’s the deal? I have to stay here to make sure you don’t do something idiotic?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not an idiot, thank you’ I reproached her. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, you’re not. But you’re choosing a hell of a time to start being one.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I just said I wouldn’t do it, didn’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    She looked like she didn’t fully believe me. ‘Alright. Then I’ll stay. But don’t think you’re going to convince me that you doing this is a good idea.’ 
 
      
 
    I had to hand it to her, she was a phenomenal judge of human character. She saw through me like cellophane. But I’d locked myself in to this lie now, that I was going to go along with the original plan.  
 
      
 
          ‘I wouldn’t dream of it’ I replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    That whole day, I watched Beth like a hawk.  
 
      
 
    We fell in with the routine of the campsite, cold showers from a bucket attached to a pulley, feeding the chickens, collecting eggs, picking vegetables from Suzy and Leaf’s garden, preparing them for dinner. It was the kind of thing I’d spent my life avoiding. Legitimate work. It wasn’t so bad. Having Beth by my side made it easier to swallow. I’m not saying things were cool between us. Too much had happened to know what the hell we were to each other anymore. But I was getting used to her constant presence. It was calming. As long as we didn’t talk. 
 
      
 
    Suzy, evidently feeling guilty about the row we’d overheard, was on us the whole day, feeding us, assuring us, telling us how useful we were. I might have found it cloying but I knew she was just trying to balance out Leaf, who spent most of the day with his blow torch, putting fine touches to the pregnant woman structure. I caught him looking at me, more than once. He was meditative. I knew he was probably trying to figure out what to think of all this.  
 
      
 
    But which way would his thumb swing? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When dinner came, we all sat around the campfire as the sun set, eating tasty garden-fresh vegetable stew. Suzy babbled away as we ate while Leaf said nothing. And then Suzy suddenly stood and said, ‘Well, latrine time!’ 
 
      
 
    I think Beth mirrored my expression, which generally read, ‘Why are you announcing that?’ 
 
      
 
    But then she added. ‘Delicate topic but if you guys need to do a number two, we can’t really flush that in the van. We have a place out beyond the clearing. I’m heading there now if anyone needs to go?’ 
 
      
 
    She looked at me expectantly but even if I’d needed to, there was no way I was taking a trip to a hole filled with human shit with Suzy, whom I’d met only last night. I’d hold it in. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy turned to Beth. ‘I bet I know a certain someone who needs to go. I remember your schedule. Always in the evening, right after din-’ 
 
      
 
    Beth flicked a glanced to me and exclaimed irascibly, ‘Suzy!’ But then she stood and said, ‘Fine. But you can’t look at me.’ 
 
      
 
    And off they trotted, the Carmichael twins, to do a sisterly number two together.  
 
      
 
    I was left with Leaf.  
 
      
 
    He reached into a bucket by his chair, pulling out and cracking open a can of generic brand cider. He took a sip and then grabbed another, tossing it to me without asking if I wanted it. I wasn’t sure I did - it was warm to the touch - but I thought I’d better drink it, stay on his good side. It tasted terrible but it seemed to put Leaf at some small ease to watch me choke it down. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, you’re a thief?’ he asked conversationally. I declined to answer. He put his hands up in defence, ‘I don’t care if you are. We’re all about living different here. You’re not part of the rat race, I respect that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you’d rather I wasn’t here’ I answered. 
 
      
 
          ‘I was spooked when you got here, I’ll cop to that. But I don’t know, maybe it’s cool.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Cool?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, you’re on the run. That’s kind of like me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because of your tax bill?’ I replied, trying not to sound mocking. Although I was mocking him, make no mistake. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not all I’ve got to stay out of the spotlight for. I’m a guerrilla artist, got up to all kinds of shit the man don’t like. They’d love to get me for loads of stuff.’ 
 
      
 
    And then he told me a bunch of stories about breaking into various spaces and leaving his mark, all very tame school boy stuff. He was trying to impress me, so I nodded along, pretending to care.  
 
      
 
    But I was putting something together about Leaf, getting to the heart of him. When you dug down into Leaf, he was just a simple hipster. He lived this life not because he was genuinely anti-establishment. It was just the next level of social one-upmanship. Just a middle-class boy looking for a way to feel special. My guess was that he’d taken it a little further than he meant to. Because living out in the woods, who was there to see him thumbing his nose at it all? No wonder he was so pissy all the time. 
 
      
 
    And now he had me to impress, his new criminal ‘Friend’. And I’d have to listen to a lot more of this shit if I stayed here. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know what I think is cool about you?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t have cared less. But I couldn’t do anything but ask, ‘What’s that?’ 
 
      
 
    And he grinned to himself, glancing out to the woods, in the direction Beth and Suzy had gone. ‘You’re really doing it, aren’t you? If you can take down someone like Beth, force her off the ‘Righteous path’, you’re not fucking around.’ 
 
      
 
    That irked me but I tried not to let him see it. ‘I didn’t force her off any path. It’s just a detour’ I told him. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, of course not’ he replied with a disgusting wink. ‘But fuck me, I would never in my life have thought anyone could bring that uptight stiff so low. Seeing her like this, it warms my heart.’ 
 
      
 
    It was getting harder to sit on that anger. ‘You like seeing Beth suffer?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Course I don’t. She’s family and everything. But the way she looks down on me and Suze, it’s always pissed me off. Because she’s just like us, you and me. And now she knows it.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘She’ll never be able to look down her nose again.’ 
 
      
 
    I was annoyed he was lumping himself in with me, The Rebel Without a Clue. But I really didn’t like what he was saying about Beth. ‘Beth hasn’t done anything wrong.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not the point, though, is it? Nietzsche says…’ 
 
      
 
    Oh my fucking lord. 
 
      
 
          ‘…Right and wrong, it’s just a social construct.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s one way to look at it’ I said in a reasonable tone. ‘But Beth’s a helper. She heals people. It’s not what you’d call morally grey.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know. There could be an argument made for letting people die when they’re supposed to. I mean, fossil fuels, overpopulation, climate change, it all comes down to people living longer than they were ever meant to and that’s the fault of modern medicine. If people like Beth would just let nature take its course…’ he ranted, and I tuned out as he continued his little tirade. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to punch him in his over developed abs, the pretentious twat. Better yet, I could break his leg and then ask him if he wanted to let nature take its course. It was a wonderful thought. But then Beth and Suzy walked back into the camp. Leaf shut up pretty quickly as his wife came into view.  
 
      
 
    Beth looked happier, anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, cooped up on the sofa bed with Beth, I was still fuming over Leaf and his bullshit. I guess that vexation spread from my mind to my body because Beth, who I’d thought was asleep, suddenly whispered, ‘You’re fidgeting.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry. It’s this mattress. I think there’s a spring in my back’ I whispered back.  
 
      
 
          ‘Are you sure that’s all it is?’ she murmured. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes. Go to sleep, I’ll keep still.’ 
 
      
 
    And I did stop fidgeting. But my mind didn’t. Fucking Leaf.  
 
      
 
    But as I played his words through my head, I realised what it was that was making me so furious. It wasn’t the pretentious drivel. It was that other thing he’d said, about bringing Beth low. That was why I was obsessing over his words. Because he had a point. 
 
      
 
    I’d ruined Beth’s life and for all the good intentions I’d had, I hadn’t done a single thing to make things any better. And how could I? I wouldn’t know how, it wasn’t the way I’d ever lived, trying to make anything better. I’d only ever tried to keep my head above water. Just like my dream.  
 
      
 
    Those images from the nightmare came back vividly on that thought. I remembered the dream in totality. I was bobbing around, trying to get back to the beach, to the people there, but now one of the faces was clear and it was Arjun Jindal, his face now filled in by the news, the one I left behind, amongst others, and I was trying to get to him but I knew it was too late, that I didn’t have the strength to swim back. It was all so clear to me now. It was a simple metaphor for a selfish act. For a life of selfish acts. 
 
      
 
    And Beth, who’d done quite the opposite, had tried to make a difference, had thought about people other than herself, had refused to think it was all such a terrible world, was still doing so, even now… She was drowning with me. Here I was, going under, waiting for the wave that would finish me. But I had a strong swimmer with me. And I had my hand on her ankle, holding her in place, the one who might still make it out, and I was pulling her down, taking her with me into the black depths.  
 
      
 
    I hadn’t known the meaning of the nightmare, hadn’t wanted to know it. But I understood what it was telling me now.  
 
      
 
    And that was when I knew what I had to do, what the solution to it all was. I’d had it in my power all along without realising it.  
 
      
 
    I lay there for a long time, wondering about the logistics of it, how best to carry the plan out. It didn’t even take that long, once I knew the general shape of it. It all just slipped into place. And once I knew how to do it, only then did I begin to think about whether I really could do it. 
 
      
 
    Beth turned over and I saw her face in a slant of moonlight spilling through a gap in the curtains. She wasn’t fully asleep. She looked at me dreamily. 
 
      
 
    I moved toward her. I don’t know why I should have expected her to feel comfortable with me getting closer, we’d barely managed to have a civil conversation since that night at the shitty hotel. Maybe it was instinct. Maybe I just hoped she wouldn’t mind. I slipped my hand into hers and she accepted it. I squeezed and she squeezed back. 
 
      
 
    So I leaned in, wrapping my other arm, now almost healed, around her shoulder. She closed her eyes and moved closer, huddling in. She pushed her face into my neck and I wrapped my arm around her tighter. I felt her arm slip around my waist and we were holding on to each other.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sorry’ I heard her whisper. 
 
      
 
          ‘What for?’ I asked, perplexed. 
 
      
 
          ‘For pushing things, after…’ 
 
      
 
    She let that hang and I understood. 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t have to be sorry for anything’ I told her.  
 
      
 
          ‘I wanted some silly explanation for you, but I needn’t have. Because I like you. Just as you are.’ 
 
      
 
    I hoped she wouldn’t feel the tear slip down my cheek. I didn’t want her to know what it meant, her holding me, telling me that. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m really glad I got to know you’ she said into my hair. 
 
      
 
          ‘You shouldn’t be glad about that. I’ve fucked your life up’ I protested lightly, although I didn’t want her to take it back. It would have killed me if she had. 
 
      
 
          ‘This isn’t your fault.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It is. But I’m glad I got to know you too’ I admitted. 
 
      
 
    She breathed deeply. ‘I wish we’d gone on that date’ she eventually said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why didn’t we?’ I asked. It was an answer I’d wanted for a while. But I’d been too frightened to ask for it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because I thought you were trouble’ she said with a small chuckle. 
 
      
 
    ‘Had that right’ I concurred, trying to beat her to any criticism she might have, trying to feel like I didn’t care that she’d thought that. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not that kind of trouble’ she amended. ‘I thought you seemed like-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Bad news?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘A heartbreaker’ she said. ‘I took one look at you and I just had this feeling, that if I let myself, I’d go, I don’t know… crazy for you. I thought that was the scariest thing that could happen to me, to lose it over someone. I was stupid. I should have just said yes. Let myself go crazy. I’m sure it would have been worth it.’ 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, trying not to let that one tear turn into a lot more. ‘I…’ I started, but I could hear a wobble in my voice and I had to stop. As I tried to gather myself, she said, ‘You don’t have to say anything back.’ 
 
      
 
    Part of me wanted to. But it was way too late for this conversation. So I said nothing. I just held her. What were my words worth, anyway?  
 
      
 
    I could explain my feelings in a much more direct way, in a way she couldn’t misinterpret or misunderstand, with an action. And when it was over, she’d know how much I cared about her. She wouldn’t be able to mistake it.  
 
      
 
    But there was one thing I wanted to tell her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie Bloom… That’s not my real name, you know.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?!’ she asked, her voice rising above a whisper in her shock. She dropped it quickly. ‘It’s not?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve had to change it over the years. Side effect of my career choice.’ 
 
      
 
    She took a moment to process it. ‘Why did you pick that name?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Bloom? Just plucked it out of the air. But Grace was my middle name and I always liked it more than my first name.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So what is it? Your real name?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Abigail’ I spat, unable to contain my disdain. ‘Abigail Pratt.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Abigail Pratt’ she repeated, trying it out ‘I like it. It’s… Sturdy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s blah. I prefer Gracie Bloom.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then that’s who you’ll always be to me’ Beth said. ‘Gracie Bloom’ she said sleepily. I heard her breathing slowing and her body relaxing as she fell into deep sleep.  
 
      
 
    Once I was certain she was out, I slipped my arms gently from her body, creeping out of the bed. I hated doing it this way, leaving without a real goodbye. But I had no choice. I wasn’t going to let my leaving be a debate this time. If Beth knew what I was planning, she’d never allow it. She’d probably wrestle me to the ground before she’d let me go. But I’d made my decision. 
 
      
 
    Before I went, I grabbed Beth’s running shoes. I had a journey in front of me that needed something more robust than my absurd heels. I slipped them on and luckily, we were the same size. It was the only time I’d ever stolen anything from Beth. I hoped she wouldn’t mind, just this once.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t stop to take one last look at her as I slipped out of the door. I didn’t dare. I had this feeling I was going to get back in bed with her and climb back into her arms if I so much as glanced at her. 
 
      
 
    Better to leave on a high note, take what I’d been given, which was more than I deserved, and try to make it enough. I didn’t have everything I could want from Beth. In another world, maybe I could have. But I was stuck with this world.  
 
      
 
    Time to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised to wake up to an empty bed. Perhaps I should have known that last night had been a goodbye. But I’d never had the skill that Gracie did in that department, that ability to read people so clearly. 
 
      
 
    At first I hoped that she’d just gotten up for an early morning trip to the latrine. But as I sat waiting for her on the steps of the caravan, minutes slipped by, becoming an hour, and I knew the truth. She was gone and she wasn’t coming back.  
 
      
 
    I was furious with her for sneaking away after the night we’d had. She’d held me so tightly and let me say silly things to her, how intense my attraction had been at first sight and how much of a coward I’d been in the face of that attraction. I don’t know why I’d suddenly launched into all that but when she’d grabbed my hand and pulled me close, I felt like I wanted to tell her everything, anything. And in return, she’d given me the realest thing she had to give, her name. In its way, it had been more intimate than the hours of crazy sex we’d had the night before. I’d fallen asleep feeling good, more content than seemed possible under the circumstances.  
 
      
 
    And then she’d left me. But I wasn’t hurt. I was scared. Her reasons for going were the thing frightening me. 
 
      
 
    The personal reasons she might have fled called to me and I conjured them greedily. Had I put her off with my honesty? Had she decided she was better off shaking the dead weight, going it alone? I so wanted that to be true. Better that she was alive and well and getting on a Eurostar with some fake ID she’d scrounged up, glad to be rid of me, than the alternative. That she’d left to deal with Patrick King by herself. 
 
      
 
    But I had a strong feeling that’s what she’d gone to do. God only knew what she had in mind, she hadn’t exactly left me a note detailing her plan. But I knew one thing for certain. She was going to get herself killed if I didn’t do anything to stop her. 
 
      
 
    But how in the hell was I supposed to track her down now? That was the point of all this, not to be found. And if the police couldn’t find me, how the hell would I find her? 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth?’ Suzy said, as she rolled out of the caravan to find me pacing beside the wreckage of last night’s camp fire. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, instantly on alert. I didn’t want to tell her. The last thing I needed was some ‘What will be will be’ hippie bullshit. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nothing.’ 
 
      
 
    She frowned, not buying it. ‘Where’s Gracie?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘She left.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Left?!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s right. Crept out before the sun came up.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s she gone?’ Suzy asked. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head sadly. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy didn’t say anything.  
 
      
 
    Leaf came out of the caravan, shirtless as ever. ‘What’s up, ladies?’ he asked, nonchalantly.  
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie’s gone’ my sister said, with a much more worried inflection than I would have expected. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh’ he said, surprised. After a moment, he seemed to process any concerns and he said, ‘Alright, well, I’m sure she’ll find her way back if she needs to.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy frowned at her husband. ‘She’s gone, Leaf’ she tried again. 
 
      
 
          ‘So what’s the big deal? She’s a grown woman, isn’t she?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But she’s wanted. And now she’s on her own’ Suzy said and I realised I’d done my sister a disservice. She understood the severity of this. 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you want me to do about it?’ Leaf asked belligerently.  
 
      
 
          ‘Not a lot. Just give a shit’ Suzy said. 
 
      
 
    I sighed to myself. There was a row brewing. I’d sat through enough to know. But I didn’t have time for it. I should have been running into the woods, looking for Gracie. In all likelihood, she was on the other side of the trees by now. But I needed to do something. 
 
      
 
    However, the row ended a lot quicker than usual. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look’ Leaf started, settling in for a ruck, ‘Gracie’s worldlier than you two put together. If she’d gone, wait, where are you going?’ Leaf cried as Suzy went into the caravan. He followed her in and I heard him asking, ‘Why are you packing?’ But Suzy didn’t seem to answer. ‘Don’t, what, you’re not… If you think I’m gonna let you walk out of here with those keys, you can think again’ he finished, his voice growing ever more frustrated as Suzy refused to engage. 
 
      
 
    Suzy came back out, ready for business. She was wearing hiking boots and a coat, a backpack over one shoulder, holding a set of car keys. 
 
      
 
          ‘We’ve got a van down the road. Let’s go’ she said. I’ve never loved my sister more. I ran into the caravan to get my running shoes. But I couldn’t seem to find them. I realised Gracie must have taken them and I was forced to put on my normal shoes. As I slipped them on, Leaf hovered near. ‘Take her if you want’ he said to me. ‘I’m not arsed. But I won’t have her back. Not if she’s just gonna walk out on me for some low life.’ 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him as I finished putting my shoes on. ‘She’s your wife and you don’t care if she comes back?’ 
 
      
 
    He didn’t hear Suzy walk back up to the doorway. He didn’t know she was listening. ‘Why would I? You think I can’t go out and get a dozen Suzy’s? Have you seen me?’ he said gesturing at his six-pack.  
 
      
 
    But I saw Suzy, saw her face fall as she realised how little he really cared about her. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to Leaf, slowly. I was in a hurry but there was something I needed to do and I needed to do it now. Once I was a few inches from him, I said, ‘Leaf?’ and I punched him in the gut, hard as I could. He couldn’t have seen it coming because he didn’t tense his stomach. He went down like a sack of bricks. ‘There’s only one Suzy. And you’re nowhere near good enough for her’ I told his crumpled form. I was shocked at myself. I’d never hit anyone in my life. But more shocking was that it felt so good. 
 
      
 
    Suzy entered the caravan as I stood over Leaf, on all fours, pathetically bent double, winded and gasping for air. ‘Your sister just punched me!’ he wheezed. Suzy looked at me and down at Leaf. ‘Well, it saves me the trouble’ she declared and walked out. I grabbed my bag, stepped over Leaf and followed my sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, after a ten-minute hike to the old truck, we got in and Suzy handed me the keys. ‘Can’t drive, remember?’ she reminded me.  
 
      
 
    I took the keys but it was more of an engine than I was used to and it took me a few minutes of cranking the gear shift and trying to balance the engine before I felt like I could move the beast.  
 
      
 
    As we finally got the truck on the road, I turned to Suzy. ‘Are you sure it’s alright that I just hit your husband?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
    Suzy paused and thought about it. ‘Our wedding was informal, a hand cutting in a river. Makes sense that the divorce would be a punch from my sister, don’t you think?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So it’s over? Just like that?’  
 
      
 
    I glanced at her, recognising the look on her face. It was the same look she’d had when she’d gotten a tribal tattoo and the look she’d had when she shaved her head at sixteen and the look she’d had when she’d told me she was moving out to those woods two years ago. Whatever decision she’d just made, it was immutable. ‘He’s a good-looking guy but I’m starting to think he might be a complete dickhead.’ 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t about to say, ‘I told you so’ so instead I said, ‘If that’s how you feel, you can have my flat. I might well be going to prison for a bit and you can water my plants.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘One thing at a time’ Suzy declared. ‘First, we need to find Gracie.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in a park, bang in the centre of the city, having walked all the way from Geldford Woods in Beth’s running shoes. I was exhausted but glad I hadn’t stolen a car. Beth would have been happy to know I’d done things her way for once. 
 
      
 
    I was looking at the mobile phone in my hand, freshly stolen from a nearby supermarket, by means of a technique I hadn’t used in a while. It involved planting the same phone in a pram belonging to another shopper and walking just behind it. When the pram hit the sensors, they started blaring and I walked straight past with my own freshly stolen phone.  
 
      
 
    From a distance, I watched the security guard check the buggy, finding it in the toddler’s hand. The mother was scared but the guard was kindly and he told the mother that the kid had probably grabbed it without her realising it, letting her go without much of a fuss. I watched to make sure it didn’t go the other way - which I’ll admit, it could have done - and then I left with my phone as well as a much-needed sandwich. I didn’t feel good about fucking with a stranger like that, but needs must and it was the last thing I would likely ever steal. 
 
      
 
    I went to the park and ate my sandwich while I thought about exactly what I was going to say when I made the call. By the time I’d swallowed the last bite, I was ready. 
 
      
 
    I took the phone out, pushed in the sim and switched it on. It came charged, with a tenner of credit, which I activated before calling information, asking to be put through to the central police station. 
 
      
 
    Once through, I asked to be put in touch with Crabtree. ‘May I ask what this is in regard to?’ the operator asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘I have some information on the Patrick King thing’ I told her. ‘I know the whereabouts of Gracie Bloom.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If you just want to call in a tip, I can direct you to-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I need to speak to Crabtree or I won’t speak at all’ I told her plainly. 
 
      
 
          ‘One moment please’ the woman replied evenly. 
 
      
 
    I stayed on the line and then a voice came on and I knew it was him in the first syllable. ‘Inspector Crabtree speaking?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s Gracie Bloom.’ 
 
      
 
    He went quiet for a second and then he said, ‘Hello Miss Bloom. Nice to hear from you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wish I could say the same’ I told him. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, I’m sorry to hear that-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You can stop playing for time. I know you’re tracking me right now. But by the time you get the signal and get down here, you’ll only find my phone. I’m right next to a load of bus stops and I’ll just jump on one, quick as you like’ I said. And I wasn’t lying, I was looking right at a row of stops across the road, going all over the city. I wasn’t taking the risk that this was for nothing. If he wasn’t going to go for what I was about to propose, I’d have to move fast. Public transport was the best method, I’d decided, better than stealing a car. It was 8.30am and I could simply melt into the commuters. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright’ Crabtree said. ‘What did you call me for if you’re so ready to run?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d like to make a deal’ I told him. 
 
      
 
          ‘I see. And why would I be cutting any deals with you? You’re on borrowed time, you and your little buddy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because it’s a risk, doing it this way, isn’t it? If you don’t get to me first, if I get arrested by another police force, one who takes my statement without you. Could be a bit dicey for you, couldn’t it? Because once that happens, my statement is on the public record. So if I tell them the truth, whether they buy it or not, your name will almost certainly get dragged through some mud before you can get to me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Doesn’t matter. You’ve no credibility.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s true. But all it takes is a few people to start wondering about you, maybe look into your finances, find some irregularities, and then it’s a corruption investigation. If you’re happy to chance it, go ahead. I’ll hang up now.’ 
 
      
 
    Crabtree didn’t speak for a second and that was all I needed. He was mulling. I was taking a chance that I could give him enough of a scare that he’d listen but I wasn’t sure. But my instinct was right. He was nervous. 
 
      
 
          ‘So what’s this deal?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘The deal is that you clear Beth’s name publicly and drop all the charges. And then you leave her alone.’ 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, ‘You must have something pretty big to offer in exchange for that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I do. Me.’ 
 
      
 
    I heard him inhale sharply. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll come straight to you, no one else, no arrest’ I went on. ‘Up to you what you do next.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why would you do that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because I don’t want to live like this, on the run. I’m done.’ 
 
      
 
    He went silent for a second before saying ‘But you’re swapping yourself for her?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah.’  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s the bit that doesn’t make sense. I’ve looked into you two. She’s a stranger. How’s she worth this?’ 
 
      
 
    That was a difficult question to answer in any way that would make sense to him. But if I told him the truth, I hoped he’d have the sense to know it when he heard it.  
 
      
 
          ‘Because her life is worth more than mine’ I said, sincerely.  
 
      
 
          ‘You barely know her’ he replied cynically. ‘I can’t see what could be in it for you-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You wouldn’t, you dead-eyed sociopath’ I spat. I didn’t have to fake the anger. To have never said this to Beth and to tell it to him instead? It made me sick. ‘Believe it or don’t. That’s the choice you’ll have to make if you want to get this dealt with.’ 
 
      
 
    He made a ‘Hmm’ noise, thinking, not at all concerned that I’d called him a sociopath. ‘Even if I believed you were willing to do that, that this is some love sacrifice, you’re not offering the deal you think you are’ Crabtree replied. ‘With Beth’s name cleared, we still have a problem. She knows everything, I take it? That’s a problem for me. I need you both.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not going to get us both so this is the best you’ll do. Because I’m the one you really need to square away, aren’t I? I’m an eye witness. And I can’t swear Beth will keep her trap shut but all she’ll really have is pillow talk from a ‘murderer’ who… disappeared. It’s worth nothing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does she know my name?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ I lied. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t buy it. ‘Bullshit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She never asked for your name. I don’t think she wanted to know it. She’s scared shitless of you’ I half lied. ‘But she does know about Patrick King. That was unavoidable, seeing as you put my name next to his on the news. I had to explain all of that. So you’ll be alright but I can’t make any guarantees for him’ I explained, hoping to trick him with a half-truth, a pretend weak hand displayed. He was a policeman who protected a killer for money. I felt this would make sense to him. People were chess pieces to him, to be negotiated around, moved, knocked off the board. I was a pawn and so was Beth. And maybe the King might need to be taken out too. But what I wanted him to hear was that he’d be safe.  
 
      
 
          ‘So how do we do this?’ 
 
      
 
    I had him. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll keep my eye on the news. I want to see a story about Beth, that she’s no longer a suspect, that all this was a simple misunderstanding.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What about that news footage of her driving her car at me’ Crabtree said and I could hear him smiling to himself, the slimy prick. ‘Hard to say that was a misunderstanding.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t do all the thinking here, Crabtree. That’ll be your problem. But I’ve every confidence that you’ll figure it out. And once I see that report, I’ll come to Patrick’s house. I remember the address.’ 
 
      
 
    Crabtree laughed uproariously at that and bellowed, ‘Yeah, I’m fucking sure you will. You get what you want and I’m supposed to take it on faith that you’ll just come rolling up to Patrick’s?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You must think I’m a mug.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, this is the deal. So you can do nothing and hope it all turns out alright for you or you can take what’s on the table. It’s risky. But not as risky as playing wait and see.’ 
 
      
 
    I thought I heard the sound of scratching, as though he were rubbing at his whiskers while he thought about risk, reward, but mostly, his own neck. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright’ he said, ‘You’ve got a deal. But there’s something you should know before you hang up. I can probably fiddle the whole Beth situation, find new evidence. But if I do that, and you don’t show up at King’s within an hour of it hitting the news, I’ll put money on her head. And King will pay a lot to get to her. So it won’t matter if she’s cleared. Three days on the run from the force is one thing, but every scumbag in a hundred-mile radius with pound signs in their eyes? She won’t last the week.’ 
 
      
 
    I’d hoped he wouldn’t make that alteration to our deal, that there was a slim chance I wouldn’t have to come through with my end of the bargain. But I’d had to reveal my weakness, Beth. He was using that, as cleverly as I’d suspected he would.  
 
      
 
    This was one con that wasn’t going to end with me escaping by the skin of my teeth. There was a prize at the end, but I wasn’t collecting it. Beth was. It was her life. I’d already decided that if that was the way it went, that I’d pay up. And so it had and that was that.  
 
      
 
          ‘Alright. Deal.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in a shopping mall next to a bank of TVs that ran the news and I watched, hair pulled back into that ratty baseball cap, brim low, hoping to go unnoticed among the throngs. Luckily, no one was looking at me. They had stuff to buy.  
 
      
 
    It took less than nine hours for Crabtree to build his narrative and have it released to the press. Up she came on the 5pm slot. Beth Carmichael, who was now not a suspect at all. Instead she was a hostage. I’d taken her from the hospital, there was some witness who’d popped up to say she’d seen me, with a gun in her back, at the car park.  
 
      
 
         ‘I wanted to come forward earlier’ the woman told the news reporter. ‘But I was scared she might come after me. I caught her eye as she took that woman. So cold. I was lucky to get away alive. The doctor looked terrified. I’m not surprised she ran her car at that copper. That woman, Grace Bloom, pointing a gun at you? Anyone would have done the same.’ 
 
      
 
    Christ, it was like she had a cheat sheet in front of her. But she hit the necessary bullet points that Crabtree had fed her and that was what mattered. Me bad, Beth good. Perhaps the details were wrong, but the message was right. 
 
      
 
    And now Beth was halfway to safe. But in order to make sure she got her life back fully, there was one last thing I had to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’d driven around for hours, trying to spot her, hoping to see her hitchhiking her way up the road. But as the hours passed, I felt we were too late. Whatever she was planning to do, she was already somewhere doing it. 
 
      
 
    As we sat in a layby, trying to regroup while we ate terrible food from a dodgy truck with questionable hygiene, I looked out at the highway, trying to picture Gracie, to imagine what she’d do next, where she could be. 
 
      
 
          ‘We have to go into the city’ I told Suzy. 
 
      
 
    Her head whizzed around. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea’ she said, panicked. ‘You’re still wanted, aren’t you? You’ll get spotted.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But that’s where she’s got to be.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘The city’s a big place. What makes you think you can track her down?’ 
 
      
 
    I frowned. ‘I don’t think I can track her down. But I can’t do nothing, Suze. I’ve just got this feeling that she’s doing something stupid. She might already…’ I couldn’t finish that sentence... My life was spent in a hospital and suddenly, the D word was off limits. 
 
      
 
    Suzy watched me as I span out, she grabbed onto my hand. ‘I’m sure she’s alright’ Suzy told me, but I can’t say I was convinced.  
 
      
 
          ‘But she won’t be’ I half whispered. ‘Not if I sit here like a lemon and do nothing.’ 
 
      
 
    Suzy thought. ‘OK, but if we go into a populated area, we’ll need to disguise you a bit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What did you have in mind?’ I asked, guardedly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    With ten minutes to spare till Crabtree’s deadline, there I stood, in the place where all the chaos had started. The gates of Patrick King’s house. 
 
      
 
    I’m not too proud to say that I was terrified. But I had a right to be. In all likelihood, I was about to walk into my death. 
 
      
 
    You might wonder how I could do that. How does a person make the choice to die? Particularly when they enjoy living, which I honestly did. I’d had a day to think about that and I had some answers. Part of it was this desire I had to make Beth whole again, happy. Because I meant what I’d said to Crabtree, that she mattered to me more than anything else. I’d gotten close to her, closer than I’d ever been to anyone, I think. Just a few days with her and she’d slipped in deeper than anyone else had ever managed.  
 
      
 
    But the other thing that was helping me to do this was the nobility aspect. I’d never felt like that before. I’d lived at quite another end of the goodness spectrum, the end where I wasn’t and never had been. But I was going to go out on the best note I could possibly have hoped for. I was going to die but it was going to fucking mean something. It would protect someone who meant something to me. And what she meant to me was what she might mean to a lot of people. Her sister, her patients, others I couldn’t know about, and the people in the future that she would matter something to. That family I’d imagined her having. The wife, and the children they might have, who would have a mother that would raise them to be the best type of people. Maybe all that was a fantasy, constructed by someone who’d never known that kind of life. Maybe it didn’t really exist. But the time I’d had with Beth had a way of making me think that it just might. And I was going to bet it all on the chance that it did.  
 
      
 
    I knew the irony of all this. I’d become the type of person I’ve been exploiting for years, a total fucking sap. Someone willing to take a chance on the basic decency of human nature, despite all evidence to the contrary. I might have laughed if I wasn’t so petrified. 
 
      
 
    I raised my finger to hit the buzzer, announcing my presence to Patrick King and Crabtree, awaiting me inside. My hand froze and I thought for a moment that I might just run back out into the night, the same old self-serving coward I’d always been. 
 
      
 
    And then I remembered the feel of Beth in my arms and the things she’d said last night and I felt my finger push the button in, the buzz sounding like an electric chair shooting its lethal currents into the convict.  
 
      
 
    The gates swung open and my legs carried me through the boundary, into the dark path, into Patrick King’s hellish domain. 
 
      
 
    The door of the house swung open and I kept going, feeling arms drag me roughly through the door, into the hallway. Crabtree leered at me as he gripped me close. His nose was still strapped up, his eyes blackened. His breath reeked of scotch. ‘Hello, Miss Bloom’ he said. ‘I can’t say I really thought you’d come but it’s a happy surprise.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wish I could return the sentiment but in all honesty, I’d rather be swallowing glass than looking at your ugly mug’ I said, trying to sound brave and droll. If these were the last minutes of my life, I wasn’t going to let that bastard smell fear on me. 
 
      
 
          ‘Mr King would like a brief word with you before we finish our business.’ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to see him. But when the sand is running out of your hourglass, even the most unpleasant drabbles of life have some appeal. And if I did have to see him, maybe I could get some answers, about Arjun. What he’d died for. What I was about to die for. 
 
      
 
          ‘Cool. I’d quite like a chat with him anyway’ I told Crabtree. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
    I looked in the mirror at the petrol station’s bathroom in mild horror. My hair was in braids. I was wearing tie-dyed clothes from Suzy’s backpack. For the first time in my life, Suzy and I looked like real twins. She was applying a few flowers bought from the garage into my hair, placing them carefully. ‘There’ she said. 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t think this is even more conspicuous?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, because we’ll be together and anyone that looks at us will just see twins and it’ll throw ‘em. Their little brains will go, ‘Twins. Creepy’ and they’ll look away and shudder. 
 
      
 
    Despite the circumstances, that made me smile. But I stopped quickly. ‘So can we get going now?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m done. Let’s roll’ she agreed and we ran from the bathroom, jumping in the truck, and I peeled out, now more familiar with its engine. I hit the motorway with speed and Suzy said, ‘Fucking hell, Spock, easy!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No time for the highway code’ I said, hitting eighty. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re like a different woman. What the hell’s happened to you?’ Suzy asked in amazement. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie happened to me’ I told her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We hit the city thirty minutes later, around three, and I went to the only place I could think of that she might be. Her place.  
 
      
 
    I parked down the road, in case of police, and waited, watched. No one came, no one went. Still, Gracie had taught me better than that. Just because I couldn’t see the police, didn’t mean they weren’t there. 
 
      
 
    But as I watched the entrance, and what lay within its sight lines, I couldn’t spot any surveillance. No unmarked vans, no people sitting casually in the front seats of their parked-up cars. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t really so confident in my ability to spot the police in plain clothes and I might not have taken the chance, but desperation made my decision. I didn’t have a plan B so even if plan A was extremely stupid, it was all I had. 
 
      
 
          ‘Come on’ I said to Suzy and we got out of the truck, walking the street I’d run down a few nights ago, flinging cash to the four winds.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t that worried up until we got to the electronically locked door. I felt that if I was going to feel the long arm of the law come down on my shoulder, it would be at that keypad, as I tried to remember the code I’d watched Gracie punch in a few days ago. 
 
      
 
    Five, two, three, one. No. 
 
      
 
    Six, two, three, one. No. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hurry up, I’m feeling exposed’ Suzy hissed.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not helping my memory’ I told her. 
 
      
 
    Two, six, three, one. No. Dammit. I hadn’t thought to memorise it at the time. Why had I thought I’d just be able to remember it now? 
 
      
 
    Just then, the door popped open and I flinched, getting ready to run. But the person on the other side of the door wasn’t a police officer. It was a vaguely familiar middle-aged guy. 
 
      
 
          ‘Afternoon’ he said, and then, ‘Noticed you trying to get in. You don’t live here, do you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err, no. I’m just visiting a friend’ I said. It was almost true. 
 
      
 
    He looked from me to my sister and said, ‘Who?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err…’ 
 
      
 
    And then the man started to laugh and he exclaimed, ‘I knew I recognised you! That hippie get-up threw me for a second, but I’ve got it now.’ I took a step back, getting into a starters orders position, ready to sprint. But the man didn’t seem concerned as he said, ‘You’re that doctor, aren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    And then I knew where I’d seen the man from. Not from that night, I wouldn’t have remembered anyone I’d seen as I ran for my freedom. All faces were a blur. It was the news report the following day. This was the man who’d caught enough cash to buy his wife a mobility scooter. He’d spurred us on, this man, and he’d been smart enough not to believe everything the police told him. I took a chance, leaning in conspiratorially, ‘Yeah, that’s me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Still running from the rozzers?’ he asked cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    ‘Indeed I am. Have they been here?  
 
      
 
          ‘Not in a day or so’ he told me. 
 
      
 
    That was a small relief.  
 
      
 
          ‘But you’d better get in here, you never know who’s twitching their curtains.’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded and stepped past him, Suzy quick to follow. 
 
      
 
          ‘If you see anyone-’ I started, turning to the man, but he was ahead of me, ‘I’ll come straight to number six’ he said with a wink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I thought I was going to run into another problem when I got to the flat door but the police who had broken the door had apparently not made fixing the lock a priority. It was shut but unlocked and we slipped under some police tape and went straight in, almost tripping over a pile of post on the mat. 
 
      
 
    I ran about, opening doors, with the idea that Gracie might actually be there. What if she’d turned up here, back for something she needed?  
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t there. It had been stupid to believe she might be. And when I couldn’t find her, I simply collapsed on an armchair, defeated and sad.  
 
      
 
    Suzy, sat down opposite, watching me trying not to cry, said, ‘Nice place Gracie’s got, huge! When we find her, remind me to ask her if she needs a flatmate.’ 
 
      
 
    I was almost annoyed by the inane comment until I realised that it was said with the assumption that Gracie was going to turn up alive and well and looking for roommates. But that was Suzy, she was pure, almost idiotic in her optimism. In my despair, I wished I could borrow some. 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe we should go’ I said. ‘No point hanging around.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where do we check next?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know’ I wailed and now the tears came. Suzy was there in a second, her arms around me, telling me that it would be alright. After I’d calmed down, Suzy knelt in front of me and said, ‘If we can’t do anything, then I think we should stay here. What if she comes back? We wouldn’t want to miss her, would we?’ 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t at all sure the concept of doing nothing was useful. But I didn’t have a single better idea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in Patrick King’s basement. 
 
      
 
    Crabtree was hanging back, satisfied as he watched his boss, the infamous Mr Patrick King, CEO of Utech and general sick bastard, standing over me, lying on the floor where I’d been unceremoniously thrown. 
 
      
 
    I tried to stand but Patrick put his foot on my bad arm, pushing it down forcefully. I screamed out in pain and he grinned at my pain as I fell back, angry with myself. It was more emotion than I’d ever intended to show this pair of perverts and things hadn’t really gotten started yet. Patrick King had an eager look about him and I knew he was barely warming up. 
 
      
 
          ‘Stay down’ Patrick said coldly. I did as I was told and he took a chair a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    I looked around the room, which was now a home gym, painted eggshell blue, re-carpeted, all the nasty instruments that filled it before disappeared. It looked normal, I guess. But it was still a chamber of horror to me. It would take more than a coat of paint to scrub that out.  
 
      
 
          ‘I need a few questions answered. Some things about your companion’ Patrick began. 
 
      
 
          ‘And why would I tell you anything?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Depends. Were you hoping for a quick death?’ he asked casually. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, fighting my shakes. ‘That’s up to you, chief. Not arsed either way.’ 
 
      
 
    Patrick snorted with laughter. ‘You know, if Arjun had had this much nerve about him, he’d have been a lot more fun. Might have lasted a bit longer. But I guess he didn’t really like my games. Most people don’t.’ He turned to Crabtree ‘I’ll tell you, that’s the last time I pick a playmate from work, far too much bother. I thought he’d be a lot less… breakable. I’ll stick to prostitutes in future. No one cares when they disappear.’ 
 
      
 
    Crabtree didn’t say anything to that. It suddenly occurred to me that although he worked for King and he was fine to kill for money, the concept of killing for pleasure might not be so comfortable. 
 
      
 
          ‘How many times has he done this?’ I asked over Patrick’s shoulder, ignoring him, zeroing in on Crabtree. ‘Enough to qualify for serial killer status?’ 
 
      
 
    Patrick walked over to me and slapped me. Hard. It made my ears ring. ‘Be quiet, would you?’ he asked me politely. ‘I’ll be asking the questions, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
      
 
    As much as my face and arm hurt and despite the knowledge it was only going to get worse, I’d just gotten a flash of Patrick’s weakness. He didn’t like to be ignored, to lose control of the room, to lose the power. And even if it was the last thing I’d do, especially if it was the last thing I’d do, I was going to use it. 
 
      
 
    I looked over his shoulder again. ‘Hey, Crabtree, how long do you think your contract will last? You know everything about this crazy bastard, don’t you? How long before you end up lying where I-’ 
 
      
 
    CRACK. King’s boot flew into my head, snapping it back, smashing it on the floor. I felt something wet on the back of my head. That wet something was also spouting from my eyebrow, where King’s shoe had connected, running down my face, dribbling into my mouth. The coppery taste of blood. This time, I was more than reeling. I could barely keep my eyes open, oblivion closing in.  
 
      
 
    But as my head whirled, I heard two voices, Crabtree and King, talking. Arguing.  
 
      
 
          ‘Stop it, would you? Just let me put a bullet in her head.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t try to dictate the time line here. This will take as long as it takes. I still need to know some things about this Carmichael person’ Patrick said, obviously not very happy to be undermined by his subordinate.  
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t worry about her’ Crabtree said hastily. ‘She’s dealt with.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d hardly call her ‘Dealt with’. You let her off the hook and that’s a conversation we’ll need to have later.’ 
 
      
 
    Crabtree was getting pissy too now. ‘It was the only way to get this one here. I thought it was the best-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe you shouldn’t do that without checking with me. Thinking. I’m starting to think it’s not really your strong suit.’ 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see Crabtree; my eye was swelling shut. But his silence spoke volumes. 
 
      
 
          ‘We don’t know what she knows yet. I still might need to pay her a visit’ Patrick went on. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s off limits’ Crabtree told him. ‘Far too risky to touch her now.’  
 
      
 
    I can’t tell you what it meant to hear that, that Crabtree thought her too much of a risk to mess with. But still, it only counted if King agreed. I knew Crabtree wouldn’t want me interrogated. What if I spilled what Beth knew? What if King found out that Crabtree had really only protected himself in all of this? These were the thoughts I had floating around my bleeding head, unable to make anything of them. 
 
      
 
    I can’t explain what I said next. I must have been concussed because it wasn’t anything that served a purpose. I was simply baiting Patrick. Maybe I was trying to expedite the next thing to happen. Because I was in pain and although I’d tried to sound fearless, I was starting to think that a quick death sounded nice. Restful.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, Norman Bates, you gonna come and finish me or what? Or do you want to send your right-hand man to do it? Seems like he’s the guy that really…’ I paused to spit out some blood, ‘…Gets things done around here.’ I started to giggle, crazily. 
 
      
 
    Crabtree said, ‘Look at her, she’s done. You’re not getting any sense out of her now.’ I heard him start to fiddle with something. A metal something that I vaguely understood was a gun. 
 
      
 
    King’s voice went up a hare. ‘Don’t get above your station, Crabtree. You’re a paid goon. So shut up and do as you’re told!’ 
 
      
 
    And then I heard the flat, hard, smack of someone getting punched in the face.  Crabtree being pushed too far. I saw King go down through the small slit that was now my left eye. 
 
      
 
    King looked up at Crabtree, shocked, fearful. ‘You little… How dare you!’ he said, scrabbling backward, getting to his feet. Once he was upright, he looked at Crabtree, gun in hand, half a foot and twenty pounds on him, deciding what to do next.  
 
      
 
          ‘How dare I?’ Crabtree asked with a nasty laugh, leaning inches from King’s face. ‘You’ve no idea the work that goes into protecting your sick arse, and you’ve got the nerve to treat me like some idiot gopher? I think the pay check just stopped being worth it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Crabtree, let’s not say something we’re going to regret’ King said, his tone turned from the mad hatter of a moment ago, back to the charming CEO, hoping to talk his way out.  
 
      
 
    But Crabtree had crossed a line. He wasn’t coming back from it. ‘I wasn’t sure if I was going to do this but since you seem desperate to show me what a liability you are, you’ve made my decision for me’ Crabtree told him. 
 
      
 
    King knew what Crabtree was getting at and he started to look around him, for a weapon to even the odds. But his toys were gone. It was just a matter of him versus Crabtree. And then he turned on his heel and ran, fleeing the basement, taking the steps two at a time. 
 
      
 
    Crabtree gave me the smallest of glances but he seemed to consider me little issue right now, not with Patrick King upstairs, probably looking for his own gun. And he ran up the stairs, going after King. 
 
      
 
    I was alone. 
 
      
 
    Crabtree and King had turned on each other. I didn’t exactly know what that might mean for me, if it even changed anything at all. If they killed each other, that was my only shot. But it wasn’t too likely, was it? But I hoped. It was all I had left. 
 
      
 
    But laying there, my arm in rough shape and my face worse, I heard something. One single gunshot. No big gun battle, the possibility of them murdering each other, leaving me to crawl out, alive. One shot. My money was on Crabtree coming out on top. And now that was done, he only had one loose end left. Me. Still, with King out of the way, it meant Beth was almost certainly safe from him, the wild card in all of this. 
 
      
 
    And I waited for Crabtree to come back down, to put a bullet in my head.  
 
      
 
    Finally, I heard the door creak open, footsteps coming down the stairs, unhurriedly. Then he was with me, Crabtree, looking tired but pleased with himself. He licked his lips and pointed his gun at me.  
 
      
 
    I thought, ‘Well, at least Arjun got a bit of justice.’ I closed my eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Beth 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was six o’clock and I was still waiting for Gracie to come home. But it was feeling more and more pointless.  
 
      
 
    Knuckles rapped hard on the front door. I froze and looked at Suzy. Was it the police? 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s me, Jimmy, the man from downstairs’ a voice hissed. I released a breath and got up to let him in. He was flushed, excited. ‘Have you seen the news?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, what…’ 
 
      
 
    He stepped in, tripping straight over the pile of post on the mat, just as I had. ‘Bloody hell!’ he muttered as he looked down at it, ‘That’s a trip hazard, you wanna clear that!’ and then he went straight past me and I followed him as he headed straight for the remote. He put on the news and a report was midway through. I watched in astonishment as it was explained to me that I was no longer a criminal on the run, but a victim, Gracie’s hostage by the account of a woman who gave a completely made up story to the interviewer. 
 
      
 
    Suzy was punching the air, ‘Oh my god, amazing!’ 
 
      
 
    I should have been relieved. But I wasn’t. The day Gracie left, I’m suddenly in the clear? I didn’t like the timing, not a bit. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sis, what’s up? This is good news, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is it?’ I asked her morosely. ‘That story was pure fiction. Why would she say any of that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does it have anything to do with that? Jimmy asked, pointing to the post on the doormat. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ I asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘You didn’t see it?’ And he went to the pile, picking up the envelope that sat on the top. ‘It’s addressed ‘To the Doc.’ That’s probably you, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    How had I missed that? I’d been too panicked, running in here, I hadn’t seen what was right under my nose. I ran to Jimmy and took the envelope from him, ripping it quickly open. It was a letter. 
 
      
 
    Dear Beth, 
 
      
 
    I’m taking a risk that this letter won’t fall into the wrong hands but I can’t contact you any other way so this is my only choice. But I think I know you well enough to know that you’ll come here looking for me, because you’re a stubborn mule, not to mention someone who never gave up on me. 
 
      
 
    I’ve done something you’re not going to like. But I want you to know that I did it willingly. Don’t make it worthless. Keep yourself safe. Above all, keep your mouth shut. Run with the current narrative. You’re going to find it very hard, but it’s my wish. Please respect it. 
 
      
 
    And if things get rough, I’ve left you an insurance policy. But it’s a last resort, Beth. You take a risk by using it because it’s not really proof of anything and at least one individual will still be able to get to you if you do anything with it.  Don’t use it unless you really, REALLY have too. Otherwise this was for nothing. 
 
      
 
    Lastly, thank you for the time we’ve had. I know I was the worst thing that ever happened to you. But you were the best for me. 
 
      
 
    Love, 
 
      
 
    Gracie Bloom (aka Abigail Pratt) 
 
      
 
    My head was spinning as I finished the letter. What did this all mean? 
 
      
 
    I rechecked the envelope, looking for the ‘insurance policy’ that she’d mentioned. But it was empty. 
 
      
 
    I thought for a second. She’d left me something, but she wanted to make sure that it wouldn’t be found by anyone but me.  
 
      
 
    I knew quickly what she’d done. 
 
      
 
    I went straight to the bathroom, Jimmy and Suzy right behind me, watching with interest as I tried to get Gracie’s loose tile up, the place she’d left her envelope full of cash. But I couldn’t get my fingernails under the gap and I scrabbled uselessly for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
          ‘Here’ Jimmy said, kneeling down, pulling his keys from his pocket, unfolding a small swiss army knife that was on his keychain. He popped it up for me and I thanked him, removing the tile. 
 
      
 
    And there it was, in the hole. The insurance policy. A phone. It had a post-it attached that read, ‘Check recordings’. 
 
      
 
    So I did. And Suzy, Jimmy and I listened to the call she’d recorded earlier that day, with Crabtree. I listened as she told him that she would hand herself over to him, just so I could get my stupid comfortable life back. I listened as she told him that I was worth more than her own existence.  
 
      
 
          ‘What the fuck have you people gotten yourself into’ Jimmy asked, bewildered.  
 
      
 
    So now I knew where Gracie was. And I had to think fast. One mistake and I could destroy the last chance I had to save Gracie.  
 
      
 
          ‘Suzy, get the truck keys. Jimmy can you look up an address?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I drove like a mad woman, Suzy screaming at me the whole time to stop and think about what I was doing, that I was about to walk into something that was going to get me killed. I knew she was right but I couldn’t let Gracie go to her death. Not for me. Not for anything. 
 
      
 
    We parked up at the address that Jimmy had googled for me and I turned to my sister. ‘Suzy-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. No. I’m not going to let you go in there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m going in there whatever you say so you might as well just listen.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Beth!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Suzy! Sit here, I’m just going to check it out, alright? If I’m not back in ten minutes… Just go.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fuck that!’ 
 
      
 
    I’d known it was a long shot. 
 
      
 
          ‘If you’re determined to go in, I’m coming with you.’ 
 
      
 
    It was another terrible choice. Risk my sister’s life by taking her in or let her keep me out here arguing, risking Gracie’s? 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine! But you stay behind me, alright? Don’t be a hero.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No chance of that. I love you, sis, but I’m not taking a bullet for you!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And I’m very relieved to hear it’ I told her truthfully, jumping out of the truck, Suzy hot on my heels. 
 
      
 
    The gates to the King property were wide open and we tippy-toed through the front yard, past a fancy car. We reached the wall of the house and flattened ourselves against it, waiting. After thirty seconds, Suzy whispered, ‘What now?’ 
 
      
 
    I really hadn’t thought that far ahead. 
 
      
 
    And then I heard a noise from inside. It sounded like a struggle, furniture breaking, someone running. I crept toward a window, trying to look through a gap in the curtains but I couldn’t make anything out. I became deeply worried that what I was listening to was something horrible happening to Gracie. I ran to the front door and yanked the handle. And by some ridiculous miracle, it opened. I ran inside. 
 
      
 
    BANG! 
 
      
 
    It was a gunshot and I froze in the hallway, turning to see Suzy, still with me. I chanced a look in the direction of the shot, the living room. I saw Crabtree through the gap in the door, bending over someone. But it wasn’t Gracie. It was a man. I thought it might be Patrick King. Crabtree appeared to be checking he was dead. Even from here, I could tell he was. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to grab Suzy’s hand and run away, get in the truck, drive forever. But if there was a chance that Gracie was in this house and alive, I couldn’t do it.  
 
      
 
    Crabtree got up from the dead man and walked out into the hallway, metres from me. I thought that was it, that we were finished. He was going to look toward the door and find us standing there, bold as you please. And then there would be two shots, one for me, one for my sister. Our time of death would be even closer than our time of birth.  
 
      
 
    But he kept walking, distracted and he never turned, headed right past us, straight for the kitchen. I turned to Suzy and she looked as white as a sheet, her body locked in place, her eyes bulging. She was literally frozen in fear. ‘Stay there’ I told her but I might as well have said it to a statue. She wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    I walked down the hallway, following Crabtree, silent as a mouse, creeping up to the kitchen door, trying to see him. But he seemed to have vanished from the kitchen. I walked in and noticed another door ajar, a pantry maybe? Then I heard footsteps, running deep underneath me, and I knew that the door clearly led to more than food storage. That was where Crabtree had gone, I was sure of it.  
 
      
 
    I went straight to the kitchen surface, looking for something, anything to protect myself. I grabbed the heaviest thing I could find. It was a thick punch bowl, made of expensive looking crystal. It was a terrible choice of weapon but I was panicked and worried for Gracie, no time to look for a bread knife. 
 
      
 
    And then I headed quietly down those stairs, hoping that if and when I didn’t come back, that Suzy would unlock and run, that she’d be alright. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to be, but I couldn’t seem to stop walking after Crabtree.  
 
      
 
    As I rounded the corner of the staircase, the bend brought me to a view of the room. Of Crabtree, holding his gun. Of Gracie, lying on the floor, eyes closed, bleeding, maybe already gone.  
 
      
 
    But Crabtree took aim anyway. And all I had was the element of surprise and a crystal punchbowl. And I threw it, screaming as I did so. He turned at the sound, which was lucky because the bowl struck him on the nose, still bandaged from where Gracie had bashed him with the fire extinguisher, the glass breaking on impact, taking his nose with it, broken anew, and he screamed, dropped his gun and fell to his knees.  
 
      
 
    I ran down the stairs and he looked up through his smashed nose and saw who it was. He got to his feet and made a grab for the gun near his feet, furious. I had no choice but to keep running at him, momentum my only weapon, and as he reached for the gun, turning from me, I threw the weight of my body onto his back, grabbing his hands, trying to throw his weight sideways so he’d fall.  
 
      
 
    But he didn’t fall. He stayed on his feet and began to swing his body wildly, trying to throw me off, running deeper into the home gym, my feet smacking into an exercise bike that I heard it fall over with a crash. But I wouldn’t let go of Crabtree. And then he began to spin, gathering speed and I could feel myself getting dizzy. I didn’t know how long I could hold on. He kept spinning, my feet flying out wildly around the room. I glimpsed Gracie as we span, motionless at the other end of the room. 
 
      
 
    They connected with the light fixture, breaking the bulb and then we were in darkness, me, him and a gun on the floor. I jumped off his back and fell to my knees, crawling along the floor, looking for the gun. 
 
      
 
    But what I found was something softer. I bumped my knees into a large something, a person, not Crabtree. 
 
      
 
          ‘Doc? Is that you?’ asked a soft voice. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gracie!’ I whispered, briefly happy. 
 
      
 
    And then there was the sound of metal skittering along the floor. It was Crabtree. He’d found the gun. ‘Alright, girls’ I heard him say. ‘Fun’s over now!’ 
 
      
 
    I grabbed onto Gracie and I felt her weak grip on my arm. I put my face into her side, waiting. He was going to find us soon, even in the dark. And then it would be over. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nobody move!’ cried a loud, abrasive voice and light flooded the room, from several large torches. Behind the torches were a collection of police officers, armed, one of them plain clothes. I looked up at them in awe. The cavalry.  
 
      
 
    Crabtree, illuminated and shocked, regained his composure quickly, crying out, ‘Thank god you came. Inspector Crabtree, serious crimes’ he identified himself. ‘I’ve got her! Gracie Bloom! I was too late, she’s killed Patrick King, but-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re Crabtree?’ The plain clothes officer asked and turned to his colleagues. ‘Take him in.’  
 
      
 
          ‘What?!’ Crabtree said, shocked. ‘What are you doing? I’m an officer!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We’ll see’ replied the officer evenly. Two uniformed officers came down to drag him out, slapping the cuffs on him. He went out confused and angry, yelling, ‘This is mad, what the hell are you doing? I’ll have your fucking careers, every one of you!’ 
 
      
 
    After he’d gone, the room was filled with more torches, more officers. The head cheese came down and took one look at Gracie and shouted, ‘Paramedic! Now!’ 
 
      
 
    I looked down at Gracie fully for the first time in the torch light and I was horrified. She was a bloody mess. She looked back at me, barely able to see through her puffy eyes and said, ‘You weren’t supposed to come.’ 
 
      
 
    I tried to answer her but there was too much to say and I just held her hand. 
 
      
 
          ‘Am I dead?’ she asked me. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ I said, crying and laughing. ‘We’re alright. Everything’s alright.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How?’ she croaked. The policeman jumped in to answer that, turning to me. ‘You’re Doctor Carmichael, I take it? We’ve just had a visit from a man named Jimmy, he told us you sent him. He brought the recording of Crabtree. It’s not really admissible in court but Jimmy insisted if we came here right now, that we’d get more.’ 
 
      
 
    God bless Jimmy. One small random moment of good fortune had come his way and he’d repaid it a million times over, doing exactly what I’d asked of him. I hadn’t been at all sure he’d be able to get the police to come here soon enough. But he’d managed it, saving both our lives. 
 
      
 
          ‘A woman upstairs pointed straight to the kitchen and we heard all the noise’ the plain clothes officer went on. ‘The corpse upstairs, that Crabtree’s handiwork?’ 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  
 
      
 
          ‘Right, well, I think there’s probably going to be a lot of statements that need taking at some point.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Later’ I told him firmly. ‘She needs help first’ I said looking back to Gracie, still gripping my hand. She grinned up at me, blood in her teeth, her face a swollen pumpkin. ‘Don’t worry about me, Doc. I’ve never been better.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Gracie 
 
      
 
    One year later 
 
      
 
    I picked up the can with my litter picker and plopped it into my bin liner, tired out, fed up. This was hour ninety-four of two hundred hours of community service and I wanted to rip the orange jumpsuit off my back and run away from this terrible roadside rubbish dump, fast as my legs could take. But I didn’t do that. I just picked up the next can. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, come and get your sheets signed’ the social worker shouted and I sighed with relief that at least for today, I was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After I’d gotten signed off and removed the disgusting jumpsuit, I headed to the nearby carpark, desperately hoping I didn’t smell like rubbish for the person giving me a lift today. Because as well as getting the community service, I’d lost my license for a year so I was dependant on rides from her. I’d lathered myself in perfume but that kind of smell, it sticks.  
 
      
 
    Waiting in the carpark was Beth, parked up, and she got out of the car with a disappointed wail. ‘Oh no, did I miss you in the jumpsuit?’ 
 
      
 
    I shook my head at her. ‘I’m not playing into your prison fantasy, forget it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I just like the way you wear orange’ she said. And then she leaned in, giving me soft kiss hello. I broke it, feeling self-conscious. ‘I’m stinky.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t smell anything’ Beth said and pulled me back in. This time, I didn’t pull away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t believe I’m not even halfway’ I complained as we drove back into the city. ‘Still over a hundred hours of crap to pick up.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You should be kissing every can you pick up, considering you’re not in prison right now’ Beth reminded me. 
 
      
 
    She was right to tell me off. I was lucky indeed. I should have been in prison at best. At worse, I would be dead. Instead, I only smelt a bit rough. It was a gift of an outcome. 
 
      
 
    After I’d recovered from concussion and my stitches heeled, and after I’d talked to the police and told them everything, including my own bad behaviour, and after Crabtree’s trial for corruption, murder and many other crimes, after his sentence of forty years, after a few other officers were found to be on Patrick King’s take and faced their own charges, after I’d had my own hearing for my crimes (breaking and entering, resisting arrest, motor vehicle theft, a few other bits and bobs), and after the judge had taken into account that I’d exposed police corruption and what turned out to be the crimes of an honest to god serial killer and decided to give me a hundred miles of road to clean up instead of several years in prison, and then after Beth’s hearing, after her judge rightfully decided she was cleared of all charges, and after she went back to work at the hospital, where she was called a hero by everyone she knew, and after I got an actual job in bloody sales of all things, after all that, now I was going home. Our home, mine and Beth’s. 
 
      
 
    After that night at Patrick King’s, the night I took several blows to the head that left me with what Beth termed ‘A worrisome concussion’, Beth had stayed by my bed all through the night. I woke up the following morning, feeling like shit. And then I saw Beth and I felt better. But she wouldn’t let me out, and she made sure no other doctor at the hospital dared release me before I was a hundred percent healed. 
 
      
 
    I had a fear that once I was back up on my feet, we’d go our separate ways. It made sense that Beth would want to distance herself from the disasters I’d bought to her door. But she didn’t. She stayed. And she asked me out on a date. 
 
      
 
    It was a great night. And yes, we did end up in bed at the end of the night, taking it slower this time, more gentle, sweeter. But not before we’d had a great time outside the bedroom too.  
 
      
 
    That went on for a while, me and Beth seeing each other more and more. It turned into something serious quickly. I was a bit swept off my feet, and I’ll be honest, it scared the shit out of me. I kept worrying that it couldn’t last. Every day, I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
      
 
    And then five months ago, Beth had asked me to move in with her. I said yes but I was sure this was the point where I was really gonna fuck things up. At first, it looked like I was right. I kept picking fights. Every argument, I was sure was our last, that she’d ask me to go. But she didn’t. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s normal to fight’ she’d say. 
 
      
 
    Then she’d mumble something about Leaf and Suzy, that we didn’t have to be like they’d been, shagging one minute, arguing the next. Because their actual problem was that Leaf had never loved anyone but himself. And that wasn’t us. Although we did tend to make up in bed. But we both hoped that as long as we remembered to keep loving each other, that our relationship didn’t have to descend into constant drama. I think we’d both had enough stress to last a lifetime.   
 
      
 
    Although it was hard to completely regret that time, us on the run. We’d both shown a real willingness to sacrifice it all for the other and it had made our connection a little deeper than most, forged us in steel. I think we both took a lot of comfort in that. 
 
      
 
    Still, I kept wondering whether that was my peak, that I’d been my best at that moment. That there was nowhere to go but down. 
 
      
 
    But every fresh fight, we’d make up and I’d feel grateful that she wasn’t letting me push her away. And after weeks and weeks of arguing about stupid domestic shit, there was a shift. I started to relax, to let go of the fear that Beth would stop loving me. The fights lessened.  
 
      
 
    I let myself breathe. 
 
      
 
    I was settling down, miraculously. Because the house that we had was a real home, where my name was on the bills and the neighbours waved at me. But what really made it home was Beth.  
 
      
 
    Not that she’s the perfect one in our house. She’s still the same Beth, over-thinking, wanting to understand everything. But that’s good. Because she understands me and that’s what I need. She sees me in every way and she’s cool with all of it. And I feel the same about her. I like her the way she is, over-intellectualising, stubborn, cautious. Although I have noticed that she has trouble staying under the speed limit sometimes.  
 
      
 
    I’m being a good girl these days. No scams, no stolen cars. But I’m still the same person who walked into Beth’s exam room a year ago, when you get down to it. And she makes me feel like that person is alright. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, I met this guy on my community service and I think he’d be perfect for Suzy’ I said to Beth.  
 
      
 
    Beth glanced away from the road, an eyebrow raised. ‘What’s his crime?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Public urination.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth nodded, turning back to the road. ‘Sounds right up her alley. Speaking of which, I said we’d go to this art fair thing she’s doing. She’s got a huge installation she wants us to see. Something about a man being attacked by a mirror. I think she’s still working through the Leaf break-up.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sounds intriguing. When is it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Friday.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If it’s after four, I can do it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought you were working till six?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I am’ I said.  
 
      
 
          ‘You’re always taking long lunches and clocking off early. How on earth do you get away with it?’ Beth asked bewildered. ‘Doesn’t your boss ever give you any problems?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve got the boss wrapped around my little finger’ I assured her. ‘Don’t worry about that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Christ, what it must be like to have as much charm as you’ Beth remarked, smiling to herself as she pulled into our drive. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not without a fair bit of charm yourself’ I replied. ‘And you’ve got a medical degree and an arse that won’t quit to boot. Full package.’ 
 
      
 
    Beth unclicked her seatbelt and looked at me with a wry smile. ‘See? Smooth talker.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Smooth talking means bullshitting. I mean every word I say to you’ I told her.  
 
      
 
    And by god, I did. 
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