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    One


    The two friends were sitting in Kate’s living room over mugs of coffee. The music that had been playing earlier had stopped, and now you could hear the patter of the June rain against the dark window panes as they talked. Their conversation was low, like the music had been, so as not to disturb seven-year-old Charlie sleeping in his bedroom down the hall. Kate’s flat in the Jericho district of west Oxford wasn’t much more spacious than her car.


    ‘Four and a half grand,’ Hayley said, pulling a face at the letter Kate had shown her. The letter had been in that morning’s post but had already been reread so many times it was frayed and dog-eared. Hayley was the only person Kate had told about it.


    Kate sighed. ‘The Emmerich Clinic is the only place in Europe, never mind the UK, that offers this kind of corrective laser treatment for his condition. So I either come up with the money somehow, or I sit and watch my son go blind before he turns eight.’


    ‘Four and a half grand,’ Hayley said again, shaking her head.


    ‘Might as well be twenty thousand,’ Kate replied. ‘Or fifty.’ That was perfectly true. In a world of millionaires and billionaires, Kate was barely a hundredaire. With a credit rating to match.


    Hayley’s face was creased up with concern. ‘His eyes are getting worse, aren’t they?’ she asked tentatively, as if she hardly dared to say it.


    ‘We sat down and tried to watch a movie the other day. It was The Hobbit. Even sitting right up close to the screen he could hardly tell Bilbo Baggins from one of the goblins.’ Kate looked down at her hands, remembering how she’d had to stop herself from crying. She had to do that a lot, in Charlie’s presence. She was doing it now, too, just thinking about him. ‘It’s irreversible,’ she said, fighting to control the quaver in her voice. ‘If he doesn’t get the treatment, there’s no way to stop it happening.’


    She’d first noticed Charlie’s condition from a photo of him at a birthday party with a bunch of other kids. Every child in the picture had the red-eye effect from the flash. Charlie had the yellow-eye effect. It was only months later, when the deterioration in his sight had become noticeable and she’d taken him to an eye specialist, that she’d learned that the yellow-eye was a classic early symptom of the rare disease, something to do with retinal cholesterol deposits. The disease was called Coats. She didn’t know if Coats was the name of the doctor who’d first identified it, or the name of the poor unfortunate who’d first been diagnosed with it. All she knew that, if it was left untreated, it could mean her son having to have both eyes removed.


    Not just rendered sightless. Removed. Empty sockets. Gaping dark dead holes where her child’s beautiful sparkling blue eyes had once beheld a world full of joy and promise.


    And there was no other medical treatment than the cutting-edge corrective laser surgery offered by the expensive private London clinic. Forget the NHS. Even if they could have done something, by the time Charlie reached the front of the long queue he’d be irreparably blind.


    It tore Kate’s heart out.


    ‘Can’t Ian help?’ Hayley said.


    ‘I don’t even know where Ian is,’ Kate replied. ‘Anyway, he’d only cry poverty like always.’


    ‘Bastard. I never knew what you saw in the shit-head.’


    ‘Yeah, well, it’s a bit late now, isn’t it? We haven’t heard from him in over a year. Charlie’s even given up asking about his dad.’


    ‘Bastard,’ Hayley muttered again.


    They both went quiet for a minute. The coffee was getting cold and the rain was slapping the windows. Hayley bit her lip, thinking, and then was first to break the silence. ‘Listen. You know I applied for that small business loan …’


    Kate knew what her friend was going to say even before she said it. For the last several months Hayley had been growing more serious about setting up her own little business making jewellery. She’d been doing it for years, creating necklaces and bangles and earrings for female friends – now with a couple of courses under her belt she was ready to take the plunge, with a start-up loan of several thousand to get her going.


    ‘Well, how about if my loan comes through I give you some of it for Charlie’s operation? What am I saying? I’ll give you all of it, if it can help. I mean—’


    Kate stopped her, reaching out to touch her arm with a tender smile and tears moistening her eyes. ‘I couldn’t accept that. But you don’t know what it means to me that you offered it.’


    ‘I’m serious. Plus I have seven hundred or so in a savings account. I wish it was more.’


    Kate just smiled again and shook her head. She knew how much money that was to Hayley, who earned even less from her supermarket job than Kate used to make before she’d had to quit working to care for Charlie.


    ‘So how are you going to raise it?’ Hailey said.


    Kate had been thinking about that all day. So far the options weren’t exactly leaping out at her. ‘There’s a fancy new dress agency opened up on Woodstock Road. I have a few of my old glad rags they might want to buy. Might raise a few hundred. Then again, who’m I trying to kid? We’re not talking Gucci here.’


    Hayley was quiet for a few moments, staring intently into space as if some germ of idea had come to her and she was trying to get it into focus before she mentioned it. ‘You can still get into those, can’t you?’


    ‘Are you trying to say I’m fat?’ If there was any chance of finding some small shred of levity tonight, Kate was going to grab it.


    ‘Who would I be to talk? What I wouldn’t do to have your figure. I was asking for a reason …’ She waved the idea away. ‘Nah, forget it. Doesn’t matter.’


    ‘Go on. You’ve got me all curious now.’


    ‘Okay. I’ve just thought of something. Remember my cousin?’


    ‘Lucy?’


    ‘No, Lucy’s my elder cousin. I’m talking about Megan. Same age as you, twenty-eight. You met her last year.’


    ‘I remember. The pretty one. What about her?’


    ‘She was made redundant a year and a half ago. Single mother, like you, bills to pay.’


    ‘I know, we all have our problems.’


    ‘Yeah, but listen. Megan got herself a new job. In fact she works for herself now. Three nights a week, easy hours, makes a packet. All cash, too.’


    ‘Doing what?’


    ‘Something I think you’d be brilliant at,’ Hayley said. ‘She’s a female decoy.’


    ‘Decoy?’


    ‘Someone who tests to see if a bloke is cheating on his partner. Like a sex detective.’


    Kate was silent for a moment. ‘You know I’d do just about anything for Charlie. But to become a prostitute—’


    Hayley shook her head quickly. ‘Don’t get the wrong idea. Megan would never do that. Decoys aren’t prostitutes – I mean, they don’t do anything. They just test. Like bait. To see if the guys are up for it.’


    ‘Yeah, it’s what happens next.’


    ‘Nothing happens next. It’s just a way for women to find out whether their guy, or future spouse, or whatever, isn’t going to cheat on them. Like an MOT test on a car. Peace of mind. A lot of women would pay anything for that. Megan gets five hundred quid a job, and a job’s only a couple of hours or so, tops. You should speak to her. Why don’t I give you her number?’


    ‘I don’t know if it’s such a great idea,’ Kate said, wrinkling her nose.


    ‘All you need are good looks, and you’ve got those. Dust off the glad rags you were thinking of selling. Sexy dress, pair of high heels, spot of makeup. You’d be a stunner. You’d have the guys wrapped round your little finger.’


    ‘No offence to your cousin. But to me it sounds … I don’t know, sordid.’


    ‘Beats doing shifts on the till.’


    ‘Let’s talk about something else,’ Kate said.


     


    Later that night, Kate checked on Charlie like she always did before she went to bed. She quietly opened the door. He liked to have his little blue night-light on for comfort, perhaps to ward away the encroaching darkness that might soon invade his world completely. In the shadows of his room were the posters a blind child would never see again, the toys that would be left unplayed with, the picture books that would never be opened.


    If Charlie had been awake, Kate would have read him a story. He was asleep and perfectly still, breathing ever so softly. Kate tiptoed over to his bed and stood for a few aching moments gazing down at the small form under the Spiderman duvet. Then she leaned over him and gently kissed him on the cheek.


    On his bedside table was a new picture he’d drawn in crayon and left under the night-light for her to see. You could tell it was meant to be a smiling face, but you had to look twice. Underneath it Charlie had written the message ‘I LOVE YOU MUMMY’. Like the face, you had to kind of decipher it. The letters were all messed together and the writing had gone off the edge of the paper as if Charlie hadn’t noticed.


    Kate felt herself choking up, and she had to leave the room before she woke him. Tears were rolling down her cheeks as she returned downstairs, still holding the note but unable to look at it. She left it face-down on the table, wiped her eyes on some kitchen paper and went to the kettle to make another coffee. She yearned for a stiff gin and tonic instead, but she didn’t have any. She couldn’t even afford to get good and drunk.


    She barely touched the coffee as she sat at the kitchen table, staring into the middle distance. An hour went by that way. She sipped the coffee, then made a face and threw it away and picked up her phone and called Hayley. Hayley’s phone was off. It was late and she was probably in bed by now. Kate left a message.


    ‘Hi, it’s me. Can you give me your cousin’s phone number? Call me back when you get this, okay? I’d like to speak to her.’


    Kate put the phone down.


    Five hundred a night.


    Four and a half thousand pounds. Nine nights.


    ‘Decoy,’ she murmured to herself.


    She went and took a long, long look at herself in the mirror.


    ‘Decoy.’


     

  


  
    Two


    By the time the taxi dropped Kate off outside the hotel in Wheatley, five miles from Oxford, the loud music booming from inside told her that the party had already started. It was a little after nine, and the night was balmy. The perfect night to be making your debut as a cheat-buster for hire when you ought to be at home taking care of your child.


    This was it. Her heart fluttered, and she paused in her step. Think of the money. She caught sight of her strange reflection in the tall glass doors as she walked up to the entrance. When she’d dragged the low-cut crimson stretch jersey dress from the bottom of the wardrobe she’d worried that years of storage might have taken their toll, but it had come out fine from the emergency dry-clean and actually didn’t look half bad. ‘Wear red if you can,’ Megan had advised on the phone two days earlier. ‘Black is okay, but not white, and yellow’s a total no-no.’ Virginal white didn’t exactly scream ‘seductress’, while yellow was, apparently, a clinically-proven turnoff. Black was Audrey Hepburn-cool but ran the risk of scaring some guys away. Nothing as terrifying as a sophisticated female. Red was the way to go.


    Kate was beginning to realise there was a whole science behind this decoying business.


    She’d matched the red dress with a pair of red stiletto heels that she’d only worn once before and hurt her feet. You had to suffer for your art. Her blond hair hung loose over her shoulders. Hayley, who was babysitting Charlie, had given her the spangly necklace she was wearing, one of Hayley’s latest creations, and done the finishing touches on Kate’s makeup, all pleased that her idea had come to something after all. When Kate had scrutinised the finished product in the bedroom mirror, she’d hardly recognised herself.


    Now, as she walked into the hotel, Kate realised that was all the better. This isn’t you, she kept telling herself. You’re an actress in a movie. She just had to hope it had a happy ending. Despite her resolve, her legs felt shaky – and it wasn’t just the wobbly heels. She had to fight a powerful urge to turn around and go chasing after the departing taxi, shouting at it to come back and take her home. She pictured Charlie in her mind, took a deep breath and walked on. Anyway, she couldn’t have run more than a few steps without falling on her face, not in these heels.


    The laddish crowd swarming inside the hotel bar was making as much noise as the five-piece rock band who were set up on a stage at the far end. The night was young, but judging by the volume of empty glasses that covered every table, they’d already downed enough lager to knock out a regiment. There were few women around. Kate glanced at a couple of them and wondered if they were strippers due to strut their stuff after the band had finished and the stag party became wilder.


    She still couldn’t believe how quickly the first response had come to the small, cheap ad she’d placed in the paper the week before. Just days had gone by, and she was in business. Equally astonishing was how readily the client had paid out the five hundred up front, plus expenses to cover taxi fares and drinks. Kate’s first client was a twenty-six-year-old office assistant called Tracy, who didn’t seem to be exactly rolling in money and yet had handed over the cash as if she’d gladly have paid double. ‘You’d be amazed what people will spend to find out if their partner’s faithful to them,’ Megan had said. ‘As a long-term investment in their future security, it’s a bloody bargain.’


    Kate paused in the middle of the room and glanced around her. A couple of guys at a nearby table looked round, threw up-and-down glances her way that were none too subtle, then exchanged wolfish grins of appreciation. So far, the red dress seemed to be working.


    Kate took out her phone and checked the image Tracy had given her of Adam, her fiancé. It showed a pleasant, if slightly gormless-looking, guy with a spiky hairstyle and sticking out ears who appeared less mature than his twenty-seven years. Kate scanned the room as discreetly as she could, and spotted him sitting on a stool at the bar nursing a pint.


    Target acquired at ten o’clock.


    Just a movie.


    Kate got herself a gin and tonic and took a few quick sips before she did anything else. The alcohol would relax her a little, allow her to act more naturally on this, her first assignment. It felt good, so she took another couple of sips. It was the reason she’d allowed herself the extravagance of a taxicab all the way from Jericho and back. She didn’t want to get plastered, but she might not finish the evening totally sober, either.


    During the few minutes that Kate used to finish her drink, order another and steel herself, Adam didn’t move. The band had launched into a sloppy, overloud rendition of some old R’n’B number. Finally, she took a deep breath and walked over to him. It wasn’t hard to tell from his slumped, round-shouldered posture and the glaze in his eyes that Adam was already a little toasted. Kate took another deep breath, put on an artificial face and sidled up next to him.


    ‘Hi,’ she said over the din of the music.


    He looked up from his pint. ‘Oh. Er, hi.’


    According to Megan, the top decoy agencies were hot on ethics. Setting up a perfect situation to snare a guy was considered a kind of entrapment. The subject’s free will was everything. It had to be his choice; he had to come to you. So Kate was careful to keep the ball in his court.


    ‘Adam, isn’t it?’


    He blinked.


    ‘Jenny. Jenny Wright. Remember? I temped in accounts at Sanderson for a couple of months last year.’ Sanderson was the catering wholesalers in Wheatley where Adam had worked for the last two years. In January he’d got promoted from the fork-lifts to warehouse supervisor. Information courtesy of Tracy. Find out all you can, Megan had said.


    Adam swallowed and blinked again, straining to recall her face.


    ‘Haven’t forgotten me, have you?’ she said playfully. ‘We chatted at the Christmas works do.’ At which, according to Tracy, Adam had got totally blitzed, and of which he was likely to remember little.


    ‘Oh, right. I was a bit wasted that night,’ Adam said with a feeble smile.


    Kate giggled. ‘Yeah, that was a good night.’


    ‘I think I do remember you, though,’ Adam said. Was that a quick downward flicker of his eyes, checking out her cleavage?


    Remember the drill. He makes a move, you’re out of here.


    ‘Heard you got promoted. Nice one.’ Kate laid her handbag and phone on the bar and perched herself on a stool close to his, making sure that the hem of the red dress slid up a little to reveal a few more inches of leg.


    ‘Oh, yeah. Thanks.’ Adam wasn’t the most gifted conversationalist. Still, every word was being recorded. Some seasoned decoys worked with state-of-the-art miniature pinhole cameras transmitting wirelessly to a concealed storage device elsewhere in the room, such as in a bag carried by a second undercover colleague. That was the major leagues. Kate was making do with the digital voice recorder app on her phone that also allowed her to download the recording to disc afterwards to present as evidence to the client. If visual evidence of the subject’s improper behaviour was needed, she could use the phone to catch it on video.


    Client. Subject. Thinking like a pro already.


    ‘Want to dance?’ she asked, smiling.


    Adam seemed to hesitate. ‘I don’t know …’


    ‘Come on. You danced like a nutter at Christmas. Don’t you want to dance with me?’ Although how you could dance to the noise the crappy band was grinding out was a good question. Kate moved closer to Adam. Plenty of eye contact, a bit more leg and loads of opportunity to peer down her top. It wasn’t enjoyable. She had to smile and remind herself that this wasn’t her.


    But whether it was her or not, Adam wasn’t taking the bait. ‘That’s all right,’ he said awkwardly.


    ‘Don’t be like that,’ she said, feigning disappointment. What’s wrong with a bit of fun?’ She smiled suggestively. ‘I can be a lot of fun.’ Now she was beginning to understand how hard acting was, even with a gin and tonic warming her inside.


    ‘I’m getting married tomorrow,’ he blurted out.


    Kate put on a look of surprise. What she was really feeling was a flood of relief. She realised now that his glance down her dress before had been just embarrassment. ‘This is your stag party?’


    Adam shrugged, nodded.


    ‘Who’s the lucky girl? Anyone I might know?’


    ‘Her name’s Tracy,’ he said, and Kate could see the tenderness in his eyes. At the mention of Tracy’s name, he seemed to relax and began to talk more freely. He told her that the stag night had been his mates’ idea, not his. This wasn’t really his scene. He’d rather be at home, getting ready for the big day. He hoped she wasn’t offended that he didn’t want to dance.


    She assured him she wasn’t. ‘Well, it was great seeing you again. Congratulations. I’m really pleased for you.’


    Kate picked up her bag and left him at the bar, already putting together the report she was going to give Tracy. Adam hadn’t even offered her a drink, and didn’t as much as glance at her as she left. He was too deeply in love with his soon-to-be bride, who for the small fee of five hundred quid could now be assured that her man wouldn’t succumb to temptation. At least, not for a while.


    Mission accomplished, Kate checked her watch and realised that she’d earned her money in less than twenty minutes. She shook her head in disbelief and left the hotel to call a cab home.


    She should have asked the driver to wait for her.

  


  
    Three


    ‘And what happened then?’


    Charlie’s voice was muffled by the bedclothes that he’d drawn up all snugly around himself as he lay curled up listening. Perched on the edge of his bed, Kate reached over and delicately stroked his hair. It needed cutting. His blond curls were all over the pillow and he was looking up at her, perfectly angelic. He must have heard this story ten thousand times and knew what happened next better than she did. But interrupting her with questions was all part of the ritual they both loved every moment of.


    ‘Then the baby bear was reunited with his family and they all lived happily ever after,’ Kate said without needing to look at the book.


    Charlie nodded and smiled in satisfaction, taking comfort in the fact that the story never changed, and never would. No matter what happened, the baby bear would be safe and happy for all time.


    Kate closed the book and laid it on his bedside table. ‘You go to sleep now,’ she said, kissing his soft round cheek.


    Charlie’s smile fell and he looked pensive. ‘Mummy?’ he whispered.


    ‘Yes, babe?’


    ‘You’ll always read to me, won’t you?’


    ‘Of course I will.’


    ‘I mean … when I can’t see any more?’


    Kate almost choked. She didn’t know what to say. ‘Oh, Charlie—’


    ‘And you’ll tell me what the pictures look like, so I won’t forget them.’


    A tear rolled down Kate’s face and she quickly wiped it. ‘I’m not going to let that happen to you. You need to believe me. All right?’


    ‘All right,’ he said in a small voice, and rolled away from her with his face buried in the pillow.


    Kate turned off the bedside lamp, left the little night-light glowing for him and left the room quickly so he wouldn’t hear her cry.


     


    At five to three the following afternoon, Kate was sitting on the bench nearest the tree-shaded entrance to Florence Park in east Oxford. She was dressed the way she might have for a job interview, with her hair carefully done and a professional-looking but cheap briefcase on her lap. The rest of the money from last night had been paid into the bank earlier that afternoon.


    If it hadn’t been for Hayley, who’d valiantly cried off sick from work to help out with Charlie, none of this running around would have been feasible. Good old Hayley.


    It was another bright day, and the sun was warm. Florence Park was mostly empty, aside from a few strollers, young mothers rolling pushchairs and some studenty types stretched out on the grassy areas. Lost in deep intellectual contemplation, no doubt.


    The woman Kate had arranged to meet appeared at one minute to the hour. She was small and mousy, and looked nervous as she approached. Kate stood, smiled, tried to put the woman at her ease and conceal her own nervousness. Meeting a client in a park this way felt clandestine, even tawdry. Like they were doing a drugs deal, or arranging a murder. But Mrs Susan Tribe had been clear about not wanting Kate to come to her home in nearby Campbell Road in case her husband, a self-employed locksmith, happened to turn up unexpectedly in the middle of the meeting.


    ‘Thanks for agreeing to see me at such short notice,’ Susan Tribe said as they shook hands.


    ‘Why don’t you take a seat,’ Kate said, motioning at the bench as if it was a chair in an office.


    Mrs Tribe perched herself on the bench, glanced about her, then began to spill out the same anxious flurry of information she’d given Kate on the phone. As requested, she’d brought a photo of her husband for recognition purposes, which Kate looked at as her client talked. The photo had been taken on holiday somewhere warm and exotic, white beach and palms in the background. It showed a fortyish, chubby, round-faced man in a colourful T-shirt, grinning at the camera. Faded tats on his chunky forearms. One beefy hand clasped around his wife’s shoulder. His wedding ring was catching the sunlight. Mrs Tribe looked tanned and about a hundred years younger, even though the photo had only been taken last summer.


    The Tribes had been together for three years, a second marriage for both of them. Susan was open about the fact that her first husband had dumped her for his secretary; she never had managed to pin down why Kev’s first wife had upped and left.


    After what had seemed to be two happy years, Susan had begun to get suspicious that Kev might be seeing other women on his travels about Oxford as a locksmith. He worked alone, responding to callouts twenty-four-seven in his little van. Numbers obtained from sneak inspections of his phone suggested that some of his emergency callouts to rescue customers in distress, often late at night, were frequently to the same addresses. Maybe they were just careless folks who kept locking themselves out. Maybe they were something else. Mrs Tribe had called some of the numbers, heard a woman’s voice each time and then hung up without a word.


    Meanwhile, Kev had cooled towards her. He often seemed furtive and secretive, gave vague and sometimes inconsistent answers when she asked him as casually as possible about his day’s work; and now and again she’d thought she could detect perfume on him when he came home. The one time she’d challenged him about it, he’d got indignant and gone on about how could he help it if a customer’s house smelled like a French brothel? She couldn’t argue with that, but nonetheless she was convinced he was messing around.


    She couldn’t afford to have a private detective trail him from place to place – and who could tell anyway what went on behind closed doors? A lot of Kev’s jobs were inside work: interior doors, security systems, window locks, garages. Mrs Tribe believed there was only one effective way to probe at the truth and get the evidence she wanted, and feared, of her husband’s infidelity. She told Kate that after seeing her female decoy services ad, she’d copied down the number and then quickly disposed of the back page of the local paper she’d found it on. She’d been agonising for two days and nights before contacting her.


    ‘Can you tell me anywhere your husband frequents regularly, like a bowling alley or a local pub?’ Kate asked. ‘Somewhere I’m likely to run into him accidentally?’


    ‘I was thinking about that,’ Mrs Tribe said. ‘Kev does auto work, too. You know, people getting locked out of their cars, losing their keys, that kind of thing. Would that be a way to … you know?’


    ‘It’s possible,’ Kate said, nodding. She thought about it for the next couple of minutes as she reconfirmed some of what she’d told Mrs Tribe on the phone. It was important for the client to know that because nothing of a sexual nature could actually take place between the decoy and the subject, the only evidence the final report could contain was of the man’s intention or willingness to break his marriage vows. It didn’t constitute legal proof that he in fact had done so in the past, or would do so in the future. It wasn’t grounds for divorce, but it did give a fairly reliable indication of how elastic his notion of marital fidelity was.


    Susan Tribe listened, nodded, understood and said that was good enough for her. ‘When can you start?’ Now that she’d taken the plunge, she couldn’t wait. For better or for worse, she desperately needed to be put out of her misery.


    ‘Right away,’ Kate assured her. She could see the fatigue and emotional strain in Mrs Tribe’s face, and she felt sorry, and felt guilty for being happy about the money. As they parted and Kate left Florence Park with an envelope full of cash, she hoped that Kev was as innocent as Adam.


    But they couldn’t all be innocent. Could they?

  


  
    Four


    By the time she returned to her little Nissan on Florence Park Road, a simple plan of attack was already forming in Kate’s mind. Back home, she checked in on Charlie, spent a few minutes chatting with Hayley, then retreated to her bedroom to do some scouting on the computer.


    It didn’t take long to gather the details she needed from Kev Tribe’s locksmithing website. After shutting down the laptop, she rooted in the wardrobe and dug out some mid-heel gladiator sandals, a white T-shirt that was a little tight on her, and an old pair of faded Levis. A couple of minutes of radical scissor-work saw the jeans converted into Daisy Dukes. She painted her fingernails and toenails red, did her lips in the most provocative shade of scarlet gloss she’d been able to find, put on heavy blue eye shadow, squeezed into the jeans and the T-shirt and tousled and teased her hair until she looked like a rock groupie.


    ‘Jesus Christ, look at you!’ Hayley said, eyebrows shooting up.


    ‘Not bad, eh?’ Kate replied.


    Half a grand yesterday. Half a grand today. So far, easy money. She wondered what tomorrow might bring.


    By five-thirty that afternoon, the setup was in place. Kate drove east across Oxford, the rusty exhaust of her Nissan rattling worse than usual, and headed up through Cowley to the DIY superstore car park off Between Towns Road, near Templar’s Square Centre. It was as good a place as any, she thought. She found a space in the busy car park, then got out of the Nissan holding a tiny handbag that looked the part. She left the key in the ignition, closed the car door, took the spare key from her handbag and used the remote to clunk the central locking. Then she walked away from the Nissan and across the car park towards the nearby shops. She hadn’t gone twenty paces before she began to notice men checking out the Daisy Dukes and the tight T-shirt.


    Who needs a red dress?


    Twenty minutes later she returned to the Nissan, laden with bags of groceries. Rather than try to open the car, she put down the bags and took out her phone. It was time to spring the trap.


    He answered on the fourth ring. ‘Kev’s Keys.’


    ‘Oh, thank God,’ Kate said, putting on a flustered damsel-in-distress voice. ‘Can you help me? My car’s locked itself with the keys inside. I’m on my own and I don’t know what to do.’


    In his reassuring manly way, Kev reeled off a few questions about the car, then asked where she was. He told her he was just finishing up a job in Rose Hill and would be with her within half an hour or so. She thanked him profusely, then tucked the phone away and leaned against the car to wait. The afternoon sun was still warm, so at least she wouldn’t freeze to death in the skimpy shorts.


    A few people passed by as she stood waiting. Guys with their families in tow couldn’t give her more than a sideways peek, but a couple of men on their own deliberately veered close to have a better look at her, as if some magnetic force was dragging them off course. ‘You all right, love?’ one of them asked with a grin. She just smiled and said she was waiting for someone. The last thing she needed now was another knight in shining armour getting in the way.


    Soon afterwards, a small van turned into the car park and rolled up towards her. It was bright green, with aftermarket alloys and tinted windows. On the side was a cartoon-style graphic with the legend KEV THE KEY, and underneath LOCKED OUT? GIVE KEV A SHOUT.


    Kate made a big show of gratitude when he got out of the van. The spare car key was still hidden in her handbag, but Kev didn’t need to know that. His eyes bugged at the sight of the blonde in the denim shorts and tight T-shirt who’d called him out, but so far he wasn’t acting any differently from any of the other guys who’d clocked her in her Daisy Duke outfit. With all the strutting ‘just doing my job, Ma’am’ modesty of a true hero, he set about tearing his gaze off her chest and attending to the task in hand.


    She watched him as he got down to work. Like in his picture, he was a squat guy with thick arms and about twenty years’ worth of serious lager drinking invested into his overhanging belly. Same faded blue tattoos. He’d maybe gained a few pounds since the holiday snap Susan Tribe had shown Kate. But one difference jumped out at her.


    No wedding ring. Maybe he took it off for working on locks. Or maybe he had other reasons. While he was working with his back to her, Kate took out her phone and activated the video camera and positioned it on top of one of her shopping bags, making sure it was pointing in the right direction and discreetly covered.


    Whatever else he might be, Kev was a pretty useful locksmith and he got the car open in minutes. He also had the good grace not to mention that a rusted pile of junk like this was hardly worth fixing. ‘There you go,’ he said, popping the locks as she gushed with gratitude. ‘All done.’


    ‘Thank you so much.’


    ‘You’re welcome, love.’ He grinned. His gaze was doing a little tour of her body.


    ‘What do I owe you?’


    ‘That’ll be seventy five quid.’


    Kate already knew what he charged, but she affected a look of shocked surprise. ‘Oh – but I don’t have that much cash,’ she lied. ‘I’ll have to write you a cheque.’


    He shook his head. ‘Sorry, love. The real stuff only. No cheques, no cards. That’s the deal. Terms and conditions, you know?’


    She’d known that, too. ‘But I only have a twenty,’ she said plaintively. ‘I’d go to the cashpoint for the rest, but I’m right on my overdraft limit.’


    He smirked, like that wasn’t his problem.


    She frowned, as if thinking hard. ‘I’d have to withdraw it from the building society. It’s shut now. How about I meet you here tomorrow with the money?’


    ‘Sorry, flowerpot. Doesn’t work like that.’


    Flowerpot. ‘Then what am I going to do?’ Kate said, affecting a worried look.


    Kev gravely pondered the matter for a moment, then cocked an eyebrow. He glanced about the car park, which had gradually become emptier over the last few minutes. The nearest people were forty yards away, with their backs turned. Kev rolled his eyes sideways at the van. ‘Maybe we could come to some kind of agreement,’ he said in a knowing sort of voice.


    Here we go, she thought. ‘What kind of agreement?’


    Kev glanced left, then right, as if to double-check that nobody was watching. Then he reached a hand between his legs and cupped his groin in a slow squeeze, scrunching it around in a circular motion as a big smile spread over his face.


    That was going to look great on video, Kate thought.


    Kev grinned more broadly. He jerked his chin at the van. ‘Case of suck it and see,’ he said in a kind of growl. ‘Maybe then I’ll settle for the twenty. Or if you’re really good, I’ll let you off the whole whack. How’s that sound?’


    How it sounded was like was a line Kev wasn’t using for the first time. In fact, he sounded very practised indeed. Even though she’d played out all the possible scenarios in her mind and was theoretically prepared for the worst, the grossness of his proposition and the look on his face made Kate want to vomit. Either that, or kick him in the balls. The professional decoy in action.


    But she had a third option, one she’d planned from the start. She reached into her bag and took out the sheaf of notes, rolled up in a rubber band. Expenses money, courtesy of Susan Tribe. ‘Well, look what I found. Seventy-five quid exactly. Too bad, arsehole.’ She flung the money at him, and it bounced off his chest and fell to the ground. He was staring at her, colour rising in his cheeks.


    Kate snatched her shopping bags and threw them in the back of the Nissan, tore open the driver’s door and went to jump in behind the wheel.


    ‘Hey. Hey.’ Face flushed purple, Kev grabbed at her arm. His fist closed on her wrist in a strong grip, and for a moment she thought he was going to hit her. Maybe he didn’t even care about the CCTV cameras overlooking the car park. His blood was up. He might do anything to her. She twisted violently away from him and managed to snatch her arm free.


    ‘You fucking little tease.’


    ‘Get lost, pervert.’ Kate slammed the car door, nearly trapping his fingers in it. She twisted the ignition into life, stamped on the accelerator and the little car took off with a jerk and a squeal. Her heart was pounding hard and fast as she sped away across the car park and left him standing there with his fists clenched and the cash on the ground at his feet. She reached the exit. As she joined the traffic, she reached breathlessly back towards the rear seat for the phone in her shopping bag. It was still recording. She turned it off, knowing she must have caught a good segment of what had happened on video. Certainly enough. Susan Tribe was going to get her money’s worth, although she wasn’t going to like it.


    I can’t do this any more, Kate thought. That was the last.


    Then she thought of Charlie, and she knew she couldn’t stop.


    Not yet.

  


  
    Five


    Kate’s phone didn’t ring again for two days. When it did, her first thought was that it was Susan Tribe calling to tell her she’d confronted Kev. Maybe he’d leapt to his death from the top of the high-rise Castle car park, Oxford’s number one suicide hotspot. Or threatened to throw his dear wife off it.


    ‘I’m calling about your advert.’ The unfamiliar woman’s voice was nervous and hesitant. A new client! This one sounded posher than the first two. Money no object.


    ‘Yes, this is Thames Valley Decoy Services,’ Kate said, trying to convey the impression of some enormous top-flight operation with scores of professional agents scouring the city around the clock for cheating spouses. ‘Kate speaking. How can I help you?’


    There was a long pause, and for a moment Kate thought the caller had hung up.


    ‘My name’s Julie Hawkins. I’m calling about … well, I’d rather not say too much on the phone. Is it possible for you to come here this afternoon? He won’t be around then.’


    By ‘he’, Kate assumed that Julie Hawkins meant her spouse. Kate looked at her watch. She still had three hours before she needed to go and pick Charlie up from school. Hayley had had to work today. ‘Let me check my schedule. Yes, this afternoon should be no problem at all.’ The super-efficient female decoy ever-ready to serve the needs of the client. She grabbed a pen and paper and Julie Hawkins gave her the address.


    The house was in Boars Hill, a scattered hamlet three miles southwest of the city, comprising a lot of expensive properties that nestled within high walls and mature gardens. On the way there, Kate was thinking over how she would conduct her business from now on – or for as long as it took to raise the money she needed. First, there would be no more meeting in car parks. Ditto back alleys, canal paths, country trails or any other place she could find herself in a potentially compromising situation. It still made her shudder to think about what might have happened if she hadn’t got away from Kev Tribe as quickly as she had. From now on, she would meet her targets on safe ground in crowded public places, as upmarket as she could make them: restaurants, hotel bars, reputable pubs. Driving through Boars Hill made her wonder if she should put her price up, too.


    The address Kate was looking for in Foxcombe Road turned out to be a large late-Victorian property squarely in the F-You Money bracket, all ivy and chimneys and sloping angles and bay windows, standing half-hidden a hundred yards off the road behind a screen of trim conifers. Sculpted, immaculately tasteful gardens were dreamily dappled in sunlight, as if an artist had been hired to position each leaf individually for exactly the right effect. Even the birds in the trees sounded as if they’d been to the right singing teacher. Only the most exclusive clientele lived here, naturally employing only the most high-class of female decoys.


    When Kate pulled into the tree-shaded gravel drive she could see that all three doors of the three-car garage were open. One bay was empty, one contained a black VW Transporter van and the third housed a bright yellow Lotus Evora. She guessed that the missing car belonged to ‘he’, and that the sporty number was the little woman’s runaround.


    Kate’s price had just gone up another two-fifty.


    She parked up, got out of the car. The distant buzz of a lawnmower sounded from a neighbouring property, screened off behind the trees. Sprinklers twitched on the grass and made rainbows in the sunlight. An ornamental path ran up the side of a lawn just about long enough to land a light aircraft, winding up to the ivied stone house. Kate drew a deep breath and climbed the front steps.


    Julie Hawkins opened the door even before Kate had found the bell, as if she’d been waiting in the hallway. She was in her late forties, with neat dark hair and pearls. She greeted Kate with an edgy smile. ‘Thank you so much for coming.’


    The inside of the house was as tasteful and expensive-looking as the outside. None of the furniture looked less than a century old. Burnished walnut and mahogany everywhere, resting solidly on Persian rugs that probably cost more than Kate’s car. Mrs Hawkins invited Kate into a living room that was twice the size of the whole flat in Jericho. ‘Would you like a drink? Grape juice? Lemonade? I’m afraid we have nothing alcoholic in the house.’


    ‘I’m fine, thanks.’ Kate settled into one of a pair of facing Chintz sofas to which her client showed her. Julie Hawkins sat opposite, perched on the edge of the cushion with her hands restless in her lap. ‘Oh, my,’ she said with a worried grimace, as if she was about to have all her teeth pulled out. ‘I’ve never done anything like this before.’


    ‘Please be assured everything you tell me is confidential,’ Kate said.


    ‘If anyone sees you here—’


    ‘Then I’m a design consultant you’ve hired to help redecorate your lovely home,’ Kate said with her best reassuring smile. Sometimes she even impressed herself. ‘Now, how can I be of service?’


    As had been fairly evident from the start, the subject of the meeting was Mrs Hawkins’ husband, to whom she’d been married for sixteen years. His name was Geoffrey, he was fifty-two and he was a successful antiques dealer. That explained the furniture, Kate thought. He had shops in Swindon and Reading as well as the one in Summertown in north Oxford, which Kate had often passed but never thought of entering. Somehow, the idea of blowing a whole month’s pay on a coffee table had just never been top of her list of priorities.


    ‘Geoffrey has his ways,’ Mrs Hawkins explained, still as nervous as a bird in a roomful of hungry cats. Kate wished she’d stop glancing out of the window all the time. ‘I mean, all men do, don’t they?’ Mrs Hawkins went on. ‘He keeps some things to himself. Doesn’t like to talk about his work, for example. Gets very touchy if you ask him the wrong question. But I always believed he never had those kinds of secrets. I mean, I always thought he was, you know, faithful to me.’


    ‘I’m assuming you now suspect otherwise, or else you wouldn’t have called me.’


    Julie Hawkins pursed her lips and then picked up a handbag on the sofa next to her. ‘There’s something I want to show you,’ she said. The handbag was expensive-looking, like everything else in the house. Out of it she took an envelope, and reached across to pass it to Kate.


    Kate opened it. Inside was a glossy photo print of Geoffrey Hawkins. He was fat and bald and didn’t look much of a Romeo, but then he was presumably wealthy enough not to need to. Also inside the envelope was another item, which rolled out and fell into Kate’s lap. It was a lipstick tube printed with a leopard-skin design, bearing the logo BAD KITTY. The lipstick was an even more flamboyant red than the one Kate had bought to lure Kev the Key, as if he’d needed any encouragement.


    ‘I see,’ Kate said. It certainly didn’t belong to Julie Hawkins.


    Julie Hawkins looked at the lipstick and sighed. ‘It was Wednesday before last. Geoffrey came down with one of those twenty-four-hour viruses the day before, and was in bed. My car was having new tyres put on and I needed to pop out to the shops. I don’t like to drive his Mercedes. It’s too big and long and I’m afraid to park it, so I borrowed his van. It’s quite easy to drive.’


    ‘The black van in the garage?’


    ‘Geoffrey’s work van. He goes all over the country, picking up pieces.’


    Kate looked at her, then understood she meant pieces of furniture.


    ‘Anyway, that’s where I found that.’ Julie motioned disgustedly at the lipstick.


    ‘I take it you haven’t mentioned it to Mr Hawkins?’


    ‘No. I have not.’


    ‘Is it possible it might belong to someone he gave a lift to? A neighbour? A friend?’


    ‘I’m afraid Geoffrey doesn’t do friends. He isn’t on speaking terms with any of the neighbours. Not since the thing with the cockerel.’


    Kate wasn’t going to ask about the thing with the cockerel. ‘Then a hitch-hiker, maybe?’ The professional decoy doing a thorough job of not looking like she’s just in it for the money.


    ‘No,’ Julie Hawkins said emphatically. ‘He wouldn’t do that. And anyway, then wouldn’t the lipstick have been in the front, in the foot well or in the gap next to the passenger seat? This was rolling about in the back, not in the cab. I found it when I was putting the shopping bags in there.’


    Kate was thinking that the lipstick might have fallen out of some piece of furniture, like a bedroom cabinet or chest of drawers that Geoffrey was transporting. The evidence for adultery didn’t seem overwhelming. But hey, she wanted this job, didn’t she? Enough of the devil’s advocate stuff. Think of Charlie.


    ‘So you suspect—?’


    ‘There’s only one way to put it, isn’t there?’ Julie Hawkins said, tight-lipped. ‘They must have been doing it in the back. He probably rolled out a camping mattress or something. The dirty bastard.’ It sounded incongruous, coming from her lips. ‘And you can tell what kind of filthy slut that must belong to.’ She’d obviously thought about this a lot. ‘And there’s more,’ she added.


    ‘There’s more?’


    ‘A few days after I found the lipstick – it was last Monday – Geoffrey told me he had to drive up to London early the next day for an antiques symposium. He said it wouldn’t be finishing until late, and he might be going out to dinner with another dealer afterwards to talk about a Rococo Chippendale sideboard this chap had for sale. That’s why he said he was going in the van, in case he bought it and was bringing it back. Anyway, he said he’d be staying overnight in a hotel, and coming back next morning.’


    ‘Does he often spend the night away on business?’


    ‘Oh yes, several times a month. That’s always been the way. But this time I was suspicious.’


    ‘Because of the lipstick.’


    ‘Exactly. So before he left on the Tuesday morning, while he was in the shower, I sneaked out to the garage and checked the mileage on the van. Then I checked it again when he came home on Wednesday morning.’ Julie Hawkins paused and looked expectantly at Kate.


    Kate felt as if she was being required to say something. ‘So … let me guess. The mileage was wrong?’


    ‘We’re only a little over fifty miles from London. Double that for the return journey, add a few miles for trekking about wherever he needed to go in the city. It couldn’t be more than, say, a hundred and thirty miles? But Geoffrey had driven over three hundred miles in the twenty-four hours between Tuesday and Wednesday morning. He could have gone all the way to Manchester and back. And of course, he didn’t bring anything home with him. The van was still empty when he got back.’


    ‘Okay,’ Kate said, listening.


    ‘Then when I asked him how the antiques symposium went, he said it had gone well, but the London traffic was awful and it turned out that the Chippendale piece wasn’t what he was looking for. Do you see? I think the whole thing was a lie and he didn’t go to London at all. I think he was somewhere else. In a hotel with some woman, most likely.’ Julie Hawkins sniffed. Her eyes had gone pink, and she dabbed them with a tissue. ‘I’m sorry.’


    ‘Don’t be.’


    ‘That’s why, the moment I saw your advertisement, I knew I had to call you. I don’t quite understand what it is you do, but—’


    ‘Our agents are highly specialised at gauging the behaviour of a spouse suspected of infidelity,’ Kate said. ‘We provide a full report to you, the client, giving you our detailed assessment of whether we believe the subject would commit to an adulterous act.’ That line had taken her about half an hour to compose. It sounded good, even to Kate.


    ‘So you won’t actually have to sleep with my husband?’


    Kate was taken aback by the directness of the question, but she managed to hide it. ‘That wouldn’t be ethical, and it’s not necessary. It’s not what we do.’


    ‘I see. What do you actually do?’


    ‘It’s all about choice, Mrs Hawkins. Our service simply creates an opportunity, or at least the illusion of one. When the subject shows a willingness to take the opportunity, that’s a positive result. If they don’t, well, it gives us a strong indication that they aren’t generally that way inclined. Either way, it’s up to the client what to do with the information we provide.’


    ‘Thames Valley Decoy Services,’ Julie said thoughtfully. ‘Do you employ many of these, ah, agents?’


    For a moment Kate thought her carefully-concocted front was rumbled. Or maybe Julie Hawkins was going to ask her for a job.


    ‘Yes, several. All thoroughly screened, of course. I run the company.’


    ‘You seem like a very sensible young woman.’


    ‘Thank you,’ Kate said. So maybe she wasn’t rumbled after all.


    ‘Do you have any children?’


    ‘I have a son. He’s seven. He’s—’ Kate was going to say more, but she stopped herself. ‘What about you? Kids, I mean.’


    Julie Hawkins shook her head. ‘I was never blessed with a child.’ She paused, then said, ‘If you don’t mind my asking, how does your husband feel about what you do for a living?’


    ‘Oh, I’m not married,’ Kate said. ‘Single parent.’


    Julie Hawkins smiled, then reached for the handbag again. ‘We didn’t discuss your fee.’


    ‘It’s seven hundred and fifty pounds,’ Kate said without blinking. ‘Payable in advance. That includes my report, which you’ll receive within two days of my assessment of your husband.’


    ‘Fine, fine,’ Julie Hawkins said nonchalantly, as if Kate had asked for a tenner. ‘Is cash all right? I don’t want a receipt or anything. Geoffrey might find it.’


    Kate watched as the fat wad of cash emerged from the bag. She swallowed. ‘Yes, that’s absolutely all right. I’ll also need to keep this picture of your husband, for recognition purposes.’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘And I’ll require some further information on his routine and habits,’ Kate said as she put the money away in her bag. She tried not to look as if she was stuffing it in there before the client changed her mind. ‘That way, I can find a way to meet him that looks natural and accidental.’


    ‘I understand. Well, every Thursday evening unless he’s away on business, Geoffrey works late at the warehouse, going through the inventory, checking on the progress of any restoration projects in the workshop, things like that. He usually leaves work around seven, then he stops off at a nearby pub for his evening meal. Thursday is my evening class,’ she added, ‘so it’s always worked out well for us both. I do embroidery.’


    ‘That’s nice,’ Kate felt obliged to say. She was more interested in Thursday, which was tomorrow. ‘And where is the warehouse?’


    ‘Just a few miles from here, outside Kennington. The pub Geoffrey goes to is the Signet, down near the river. At least, that’s what he tells me he does.’


    Kate stood. ‘Thank you for your time, Mrs Hawkins. I think I have everything I need. I’ll be in touch.’


     

  


  
    Six


    It was seven-eighteen the following evening when Kate rolled her little Nissan to a halt on the gravel in the car park at the rear of the Signet Inn and slotted in between a silver Porsche 911 and a Range Rover Vogue. The Nissan’s exhaust was rattling worse than ever and sounded as if it might drop off at any second. When the embarrassing noise died away, she could hear the burble of the river, and the buzz of conversation from the beer garden. It had been a hot day and the parasols were still shading the tables at which mostly young couples were enjoying the warmth of the evening. Across the car park was a shiny black Mercedes Benz the size of a canal barge. Kate recalled what Julie Hawkins had said about not liking to drive her husband’s Mercedes because it was too big and long.


    The pub was old whitewashed stone with all the usual creeping plants and leaded windows and rustic accoutrements, like the cartwheel against one wall. Kate walked round to the entrance, getting into her mindset. She’d put some thought into how to dress for this. Not too overtly sexy, but alluring enough to catch the eye of a middle-aged guy who was bored with his wife. She’d raided a couple of charity shops that morning and found a navy skirt that stopped a little above the knee, and a red sleeveless top that she left unbuttoned far down enough to be interesting. She was wearing Hayley’s necklace and the same red heels that had blistered her feet for the Wheatley job. Her last purchase of the morning had been a swanky new digital sound recorder that was in the lightweight cloth bag over her shoulder. Ready for action.


    Inside, the pub was decked out in the same kind of olde-worlde decor. Heavy oak beams, cracked with age. Lots of brass. Wood panelling around the walls, framed prints of pike, salmon and trout. About a million different kinds of real ale on offer at the bar, and above it a stuffed badger with glassy eyes that followed her as she walked in.


    Geoffrey Hawkins was sitting alone at a corner table in the restaurant area. He was wearing a suit and tie, and had a leather briefcase at his feet. The table was set for dinner for one: neatly arranged cutlery, folded red napkin, pepper mill and salt cellar, matching flowery coasters for his plate and his glass. The glass contained sparkling water, recently poured, the bubbles still rising, a lemon slice floating delicately on the surface. He’d made space on the table for the large hardback book he was leafing through. Its cover was angled upwards enough to make out the title: Miller’s Antiques Handbook and Price Guide 2014-2015. It didn’t seem particularly exciting to him. As he laconically flipped the pages he took a sip of water. Like Kev before him, he looked a little chubbier than in the photo his wife had given Kate. Too many dinners out at the Signet Inn, maybe.


    The dining area was only thinly occupied that evening, and the table next to his was empty. Kate checked for a reserved sign, didn’t see one, took a seat with an easy eyes-front view of her target and casually picked up the little menu from its plastic holder. Soon afterwards, a very pretty dark-haired waitress of about eighteen, wearing tight jeans and a low-cut top, arrived with a pleasant smile to take Kate’s order. Kate asked for a prawn salad, and would have opted for a glass of white wine if she hadn’t been on duty and driving. She followed Geoffrey Hawkins’ example and ordered sparkling water, and the waitress wrote it down and asked if she wanted ice and lemon with that, and then disappeared towards the kitchen with another smile.


    Nice girl, Kate thought. A minute later, she reappeared from the swinging kitchen doors carrying a steaming plate of what looked like homemade steak pie and a heaped bowl of chips. She took them over to Geoffrey Hawkins’ table and he moved the book a little to give her room to set them down. The chips looked like enough for three people. No wonder Geoffrey was getting fat. He thanked the pretty waitress in a gruff, expressionless kind of way. Watching discreetly, Kate wondered if he was going to look down her top as she served him, or give her rear end the once-over as she swayed off in her tight jeans. But he barely glanced at her. More interested in the price of old furniture and the mountain of steaming pub grub in front of him.


    One point for Geoffrey Hawkins. Maybe this was going to be the easiest seven hundred and fifty quid Kate had ever made.


    The target shifted things around on his table so that he could lay the book flat next to his plate and go on reading while he ate. Kate could see the upside-down colour images of old tables, chairs and sideboards. Riveting stuff. Not taking his eyes off them, he forked a lump of pie into his mouth, chewed mechanically for a few moments and then washed it down with a gulp of water. He went on like that for several minutes, slowly demolishing the pie and chips while leafing through a few more pages. It was like watching a large grazing animal at work.


    The waitress brought Kate’s salad and drink. At least now she had something to toy with while waiting for the right moment and figuring out how she was going to catch his eye. The sign for the toilets pointed to a door beyond, and she thought about walking past his table to go to the ladies’, accidentally dropping something as she went by and trying to gain his attention that way. She could suddenly lose an earring and watch him leap into chivalrous action to help her retrieve it. But Geoffrey Hawkins didn’t seem quite the chivalrous type.


    Finally, Kate took a deep breath, leaned forwards over her plate and said, ‘Excuse me?’


    He didn’t catch it right away, so she repeated it. He glanced up at her in surprise.


    She smiled as warmly as she could. ‘I’m so sorry to interrupt your meal. But I couldn’t help but notice the book you’re reading.’


    Make-or-break time. Either he was going to be pissed off and ignore her, or he wasn’t.


    ‘Yes?’ he said, expressionlessly. Hard to tell which way he would swing.


    She smiled again. ‘You see, I’ve just bought this cottage outside Enstone – that’s near Chipping Norton—’


    ‘I know where Enstone is.’ Same flat tone. All the warmth of an iguana.


    ‘—and I hardly have a stick of furniture to put in it. I’ve just moved to the area, about to start a job in Oxford.’ She hoped she wasn’t piling it on too much. While she was talking, she moved her hand inside the cloth shoulder bag ready to activate her recorder in case the conversation got interesting. ‘Are you in the antiques trade? Could you recommend a good place locally? I don’t know much about all that stuff, but it’s an old cottage and modern furniture won’t suit it.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you,’ she said again, hearing something approaching desperation in her own voice and almost wincing at the sound of it. Great.


    The reptilian coldness didn’t melt from his eyes as he stared at her for a few more moments. Then he said, ‘I’m having my dinner. Do you mind?’


    Just great.


    Geoffrey Hawkins returned to his food and his book.


    Kate felt herself blush. She shrank back in her seat, feeling suddenly a foot high and wishing she could hit the ‘back’ button, reset time and erase what had just happened. But back buttons were a rare luxury in life, like second chances. She knew very well that she’d just blown her opening gambit, and with it any hope of approaching him again without just throwing herself at him like an idiot.


    Geoffrey flicked a page. Apparently guided by a heat-seeking targeting system his fork lanced down, speared a chip and brought it back up to his mouth. It was as if she didn’t exist at all. The food was disappearing rapidly off his plate. Kate’s was still full. There was nothing wrong with the prawn salad but she couldn’t do anything but rearrange it.


    Soon afterwards, Geoffrey munched his final chip, mopped up the last bit of gravy with the last bit of pie crust and called to the passing waitress for his bill. It came, he paid, he put his book inside his briefcase, he got up and left. He walked past Kate’s table without as much as a glance.


    Kate sat there alone with her prawn salad. The word that kept coming back to her was shit. Shit, shit, shitshitshit. Talk about a screw-up. Talk about inexperience. There she’d been, thinking how easy this was going to be. Money for old rope. ‘Some jobs aren’t as straightforward as you think they’re going to be.’ Megan had warned her on the phone.


    No kidding.


    There was no way she could go back to Julie Hawkins with such flimsy evidence. Nor could she think of a way to try again. What was she supposed to do, follow the guy? Hang around his shop, hoping he wouldn’t recognise her and twig what was happening or take her for some kind of loony stalker and call the police?


    Kate realised that she’d have to abandon the case. That was seven hundred and fifty pounds she’d paid into the bank that morning that she’d now have to withdraw and return to the client. Three-quarters of a grand that wouldn’t be going towards Charlie’s treatment.


    The prawn salad was looking even less appetising now. Kate finished the mineral water, then asked for the bill and left.


    She felt defeated and morose as she walked out to the car park. The silver Porsche had gone. She was approaching the Nissan, getting out her keys, when she suddenly noticed that the big black Mercedes was still there.


    And that Geoffrey Hawkins was standing next to it. Looking at her.


     

  


  
    Seven


    Kate froze rigid and stared back at him. Before she could move or speak, he was walking over towards her. Alarm flashed through her mind. Why was he waiting for her? Had he sussed her out? Was she that obvious? Had his wife gone and spilled the beans?


    But as he approached, Kate saw there was a softer look in his eyes. He smiled. ‘Please excuse me. I hope I didn’t frighten you. You see, I wanted to apologise. For before, I mean. I was terribly rude to you.’


    ‘No—’


    He raised a hand. ‘Really, I was, and I can’t apologise enough. I’ve had rather a stressful day, and I took it out on you. No excuses. I only hope you can forgive my behaviour.’


    Kate realised that this was the second chance she’d thought she would never get. The lost seven hundred and fifty pounds mentally reappeared in her bank account with a little ‘ping!’. ‘Not at all,’ she replied, giving him the warmest smile she could manage. ‘It’s me who should be apologising for breaking in on you like that. Just that when I saw your book, I thought—’


    ‘You thought right, actually. As it happens, I am in the antiques trade. If I can help, or advise in any way, I’d be delighted. If you still want me to, that is.’ He stuck out his hand. ‘My name’s Geoffrey. Geoffrey Hawkins.’


    ‘I’m Helen, Kate said, shaking hands. ‘Helen Brown. And yes, of course I’d appreciate any help I can get. Thank you so much.’


    ‘It’s the least I can do.’ He hesitated. ‘Look, I know it’s late, but if you wanted to see some furniture and if you have time, I could even take you to my showroom.’


    ‘You mean right now?’ she asked, smiling. Bingo.


    ‘If you like. It’s not far from here. You could follow me in your car.’


    ‘That would be perfect for me. The sooner I don’t have to live in an empty cottage, the better.’


    ‘I hope you don’t think I’m giving you the hard sell. No obligation. You might get some ideas from looking at my stock. In any case, I have items to suit all budgets.’


    ‘That sounds wonderful,’ she said. If only you knew.


    She still could hardly believe her luck as she followed the Mercedes out of the Signet Inn’s car park. The plan was right back on track. For now, she couldn’t decide whether it was her money he was interested in, or something else. If he went for the bait, she had him. If not, all she had to do was feign interest in a couple of sticks of furniture, say she’d think about it, and disappear. Either way, it was in the bag.


    The Mercedes led her away from the village of Kennington and along a twisty country road. He was taking it slow in the powerful car, careful not to leave her behind or force her to drive too fast. She was following happily along when she heard the thump from underneath her car, followed by a nasty grinding sound that turned into a throaty rattle. Her engine suddenly sounded like a Sherman tank.


    ‘Shit!’ Kate pulled over to the verge, turned on her hazard lights. Ahead, the Mercedes slowed, pulled in and then reversed back down the road. Geoffrey Hawkins got out.


    ‘Is something wrong?’ he said, approaching as she stepped out of the Nissan.


    Kate didn’t need to look to see what the problem was. ‘Bloody exhaust pipe. It’s been playing up for ages.’


    He glanced underneath the car and frowned. ‘It’s hanging right off, I’m afraid. Looks like you’ll have to call out the breakdown service.’


    ‘Hell.’ Kate didn’t want to miss her chance. The timing couldn’t have been worse.


    ‘What do you want to do?’ he asked, concerned.


    ‘Do you mind awfully giving me a lift to your warehouse?’


    He smiled. ‘Of course. You can call them from there, and I’ll bring you back here in time to meet them.’


    The last time the Nissan had let her down like this, the RAC hadn’t turned up for three hours. She’d told Hayley she’d be back by ten. ‘Sod it, I’ll call them in the morning. I don’t think anyone’s going to steal it, and good luck to them if they do.’


    ‘I think that’s sensible,’ he said. ‘You don’t really want to be hanging around alone out here. I’ll gladly drive you home afterwards. Enstone, wasn’t it?’


    Not such a good idea. ‘I couldn’t ask you to take me all that way,’ she said sweetly. ‘If you could just drop me off at a bus stop, that’ll be fine. I can make my own way back, no problem.’


    ‘Well, if you’re sure.’


    It was settled. Full of gratitude, and not all of it faked, Kate got her bag from her car, locked it up and then walked with Geoffrey to his. Quite the gentleman, he opened up the front passenger door for her and ushered her inside. Stepping from the Nissan into the Mercedes was like going from a rundown council flat to a royal palace. Acres of plush leather and gleaming wood veneer. The door closed with a soft clunk. As he walked around to the driver’s side, she discreetly slipped a hand inside her bag on her lap and turned on the sound recorder.


    The car glided smoothly away, leaving her stricken Nissan behind. The wooded road wound on, trees zipping past. Baroque music played quietly on the stereo. Handel, or Haydn, or Bach. Kate couldn’t tell them apart.


    ‘Lucky I ran into you,’ she said. ‘It could have happened anywhere.’


    ‘What brought you out this way?’ he asked.


    She was ready for the question. ‘I was supposed to meet up with one of my new work colleagues. Looks like I got the wrong pub. I tried calling her, but she’s not answering.’


    He chuckled. ‘Bad luck. What is it you do?’


    ‘I work up at the hospital.’


    ‘A doctor?’


    What a flatterer. ‘Just an administrator,’ she said.


    ‘So how are you settling into your new home? Apart from the lack of furniture, that is.’


    ‘It’s such a lovely area.’ She was beginning to wish her cover story wasn’t so elaborate. She’d never even been to Enstone. One hard question might sink her.


    ‘Yes, it is. Great place to bring up kids.’


    ‘Oh, I’m on my own. No kids.’ It made Kate feel guilty to say it. As if she was betraying Charlie somehow by pretending he didn’t exist. ‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘Are you married? Children?’


    He glanced quickly over at her. ‘No. I’m single, too.’


    Whoops. One point down for Geoffrey Hawkins. The big, black, dirty lie was stored on the digital hard drive inside her bag, waiting to be used as evidence against him. Wait until Julie heard that one.


    A little further up the road, Geoffrey nonchalantly flipped his indicator and turned left through a narrow gap in the trees. The Mercedes bumped along a track that seemed to be taking them into woodland. ‘Is your warehouse up here?’ she asked.


    They were a hundred yards deeper into the thickening woods before he replied. ‘I thought, as we’re not in a hurry, we might stop for a drink first.’


    Kate said nothing. She looked out of the window at the encircling trees and felt a chill of tension.


    Geoffrey stopped the car and turned to smile at her. ‘What do you say? I have a bottle of champagne in the cooler.’


    I’m afraid we have nothing alcoholic in the house, Julie Hawkins had said. Grape juice. Lemonade. Sparkling water with dinner. Now champagne, all of a sudden, whipped out of nowhere like the hidden cache of a secret raver.


    ‘Just drive around with that on the off chance, do you?’


    He shrugged. ‘Whatever.’


    ‘Well, sorry. I don’t drink.’


    ‘Really? That’s a shame. Then we could just talk.’


    ‘I thought we were supposed to look at furniture.’


    ‘Later.’


    ‘I should really be getting on.’


    ‘Why the rush all of a sudden?’ He paused. ‘You’re very attractive. You know that? I suppose you must hear it from a lot of men. Come on, have a drink.’


    And with that, Kate’s job was done. He’d stepped over the line.


    There was only one problem. Kate hadn’t counted on being stranded alone in the middle of the woods, miles from her broken-down car.


    Geoffrey leaned a little closer. He reached across and put his hand on her thigh. She could feel its clammy warmth through the material of her skirt.


    ‘Don’t do that!’


    ‘Come on. It’s just a bit of fun.’ He didn’t take the hand away.


    ‘Enough! Right, that’s it. I’m out of here.’ She swung open the heavy door and clambered out, clutching her bag. The woodland ground was spongy underfoot. Her shoe heels sank into soft earth and moss, making her feel unsteady. Geoffrey Hawkins was already getting out of his side of the car.


    ‘Come on, Helen. Look, I’m sorry, all right? It was a mistake. I just couldn’t help myself.’


    She had what she needed. Now it was time to get away from him. Even if she had no idea where the hell she was. She’d just have to manage. The road was out of sight behind a curve in the track. As she began walking that way, he moved around the back of the car to head her off. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Be reasonable. I’ll take you to see the warehouse.’


    He was blocking the path. She wasn’t about to get back in the car. She started towards the trees, stumbling over the soft ground.


    ‘Where are you going? Don’t be stupid, Helen. I’ve apologised. I’ll do it again. I’m sorry. There. Happy? Now come back to the car.’


    ‘Stay away from me,’ she shouted. ‘I’ll find my own way back.’


    ‘You’re crazy. You’ll get lost.’


    ‘I’ll take my chances.’


    As Kate stumbled deeper into the woods, she was thinking he was right, she was mad. Where did she think she was going like this? The undergrowth was thick and the ground it covered badly uneven. She lost her footing, almost fell and went staggering into a patch of brambles that snagged her clothes like barbed wire. She swore and tried to wrench herself free.


    He was following. She could hear his steps crackling twigs behind her. ‘Helen!’ he called out. ‘Come on back. Please. You’re acting like a child. Don’t be like this. I’ll take you straight home to Enstone.’


    She ripped herself away from the clutch of the brambles and heard cloth tear. It must be her skirt, but she didn’t care about it any more than she did about the thorns that raked her bare legs. Stumbling on, she saw the parting in the trees up ahead. Maybe they hadn’t come so far from the road after all. She hurried towards the gap. Tripped and nearly went flying headlong, somehow stayed upright and kept going, convinced she could hear his footsteps striding fast through the undergrowth behind her.


    Kate burst through the gap in the trees. Almost too late, she saw the evening sun sparkling on the water. With a gasp, she skidded to a halt in the long grass at the river’s edge and somehow managed to avoid plunging straight in.


    The burbling of a motor caught her attention. A river narrowboat was slowly tacking along close to the bank. People! And heading her way!


    ‘Everything okay, miss?’ A cheerful-looking fat man with a grey beard and a pipe was manning the boat’s tiller.


    ‘I’m lost,’ she called back.


    The man cut the engine, twisted the tiller and brought the narrowboat in closer to the edge. Its side brushed through the reeds, the low deck almost level with the bank and bumping gently against the land to slow the boat’s momentum through the water. Rippling reflections dappled the hull. The boat was colourfully painted and had the name ‘Evie Connor’ on its side. With the pipe still clenched in his teeth, he bent down and called through a hatchway, ‘Nell!’


    Nell appeared moments later, a large rosy-cheeked woman with a headscarf. ‘I’m lost,’ Kate repeated to her. ‘Can you help me?’


    ‘Come on board,’ the woman said, waving her towards the boat. ‘Mind you don’t fall in.’


    Kate took off her shoes and gingerly stepped through the rushes onto the gently rocking narrowboat. Only then did she glance back at the gap in the trees.


    Geoffrey was gone. He might have given up and returned to the car. Or else he might still be there, watching from the shadows of the woods.


    The boat’s owners were Les and Nelly, a kindly retired couple who spent their summers cruising the river. Les restarted the motor and shoved off while Nelly fussed over Kate. ‘Your legs, they’re all scratched. Come below and I’ll put some disinfectant on them.’


    The story Kate told while Nelly dabbed her with some stinging kind of lotion – that she’d been out for a walk and managed to lose her way in the woods – sounded ludicrous to her. Like anyone would go for a woodland stroll in a short skirt and high heels. But Nelly had obviously seen stranger things along the river, because she just nodded and seemed to accept it. ‘We can drop you at the lock,’ she offered. ‘There’s a bus stop five minutes down the road from there.’ Kate thanked her profusely and said that would be absolutely fantastic.


    Relief was flooding through her, mingled with anger. Both at that creep of an antiques dealer, and at herself for having walked into another compromising situation against her better judgement. Still, she’d have the final laugh when she handed the incriminating recording to Julie Hawkins.


    Here it is, she thought, reaching into her bag. It was worth it in the end.


    Her fingers poked through a long rip in the material. Her heart jolted in panic. Her hairbrush was still there. Her lipstick and eyeshadow. But the sound recorder was gone. So were her phone and her purse.


    Had they fallen in the river?


    No, they hadn’t. Numb shock hit her as she remembered. Struggling to free herself from the brambles. The tearing of cloth. It hadn’t been her skirt.


    Her purse containing her ID. Her real name. Her home address. Her keys and her business cards. And the recording of her conversation with Geoffrey Hawkins.


    They were still back there in the woods.
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    It took three bus rides to get home, the first of which dawdled around the south Oxfordshire villages for the best part of an hour, the second of which seemed to take forever to turn up and the third of which, cutting west through the city from Oxford centre, was loaded with catcalling drunks. Kate would have walked the final leg, if only she’d been wearing proper shoes. It was the wrong side of ten-thirty before she finally made it back to Jericho, rattled and exhausted and still fretting about her lost things and what the hell she was going to do. Geoffrey Hawkins now knew everything about her. The ‘Helen Brown’ front was totally blown apart. He knew what she did, why she’d approached him; and it wouldn’t take much to find out that his wife had hired her to do it. A nightmare situation.


    The warm, soft light from the windows of her flat looked so inviting as she hurried the last steps to her door that she could have wept with relief. She pressed the doorbell, ready for Hayley’s surprised reaction at her appearing without a key, and full of apologies for being back so late.


    No reply. Kate waited a few moments and was about to ring the bell a second time when she realised that the door wasn’t only unlocked, it was lying open half an inch. Strange, she thought.


    She went inside. The TV was on, with the volume up too high: some American cop movie, a screeching car chase and gunfire, playing to an empty living room. The remote control was resting on the armchair. Kate picked it up and muted the noise from the television.


    ‘Hayley?’ she called out. Not too loudly, in case she woke Charlie. Which, she thought with a little spike of irritation, the blaring movie might easily have done anyway. It wasn’t like Hayley to be thoughtless like that.


    Kate walked into the kitchen, expecting to find her friend making tea or a snack. ‘Hayley?’


    No Hayley. She was probably in the bathroom, Kate thought, and discreetly returned to the living room where she flopped in the armchair in front of the muted TV and spent a moment or two reflecting unhappily on her predicament. How was she going to get her stuff back? First thing, she’d have to report her bank card stolen. Was there a twenty-four-hour service you could call to do that?


    Two minutes went by, then three, then five. No sign of Hayley, no flushing toilet, no sound of any activity. Distracted from thinking about her troubles, Kate got up and walked back out into the short passage that connected the tiny flat’s rooms. The bathroom door was last on the left, where the passage angled back slightly out of sight. It wasn’t the best-fitting door in the world, and when the light was on you could see it shining through the gap between the bottom edge and the worn linoleum floor. Charlie was forever leaving it on, and so Kate was very used to seeing the telltale strip of light glowing at the top of the passage.


    But there was no light coming from under the door now. Kate turned the handle. The door opened to darkness.


    ‘Hayley?’


    Kate frowned, irritation turning to apprehension. Where was she? How could she leave Charlie alone like this?


    Thinking of Charlie gave her the impulse to check on him. She walked back down the passage, stepping softly as she neared his bedroom door. She gently grasped the handle, quietly turned it, eased the door open a few inches and put her head round the edge. The room was softly bathed in the soothing blue glow of his little nightlight, and in the shadows Kate could see that his Spiderman duvet was rumpled and pulled back. She stepped silently inside the room to straighten it up.


    And that was when she realised that the bed was empty. She backed away from it, startled and now suddenly more anxious. Was he hiding in the wardrobe again? One of his games was to sneak in there when she thought he was fast asleep, then wait quietly until she came to check on him and come bursting out at just the right moment, yelling ‘Fooled you!’. Worked every time. He was a master at frightening the wits out of her. Of course, he did it less and less these days, ever since his eyesight had begun to deteriorate.


    But the wardrobe didn’t burst open. Kate ran over to it and grasped the wooden knobs of the doors and swung them out wide. There was nothing inside but clothes on hangers, neat stacks of vests and underwear, shoes, games, toys. Everything that should have been in there except Charlie.


    Kate left the wardrobe hanging open and hurried from the room. ‘Charlie? Where are you?’ She no longer needed to keep her voice down. ‘Charlie? Hayley? Come on, guys!’ She ran back into the living room, then the kitchen, then back to the bathroom. The thought striking her that they might have gone into her own bedroom for some reason, she checked there too. Every room in the flat. Empty. Nobody home.


    Don’t panic. Stay calm. Think about it rationally.


    Where could they be? Maybe Hayley had taken him out somewhere. Perhaps he’d been acting up, or couldn’t sleep. Surely she wouldn’t have taken him with her to a pub? Or what if something was wrong? What if he’d tripped and fallen over or knocked into something because of his sight, and been somehow injured and Hayley couldn’t reach her on her mobile, and she’d needed to get him to the hospital? Now you’re catastrophizing, Kate thought. But she couldn’t help it. She was the mother of a sick child.


    She ran outside, turned and skirted the plain red brick wall of the building, turned again and gazed breathlessly up and down the little lane at the back that served as a parking area for herself and the residents of neighbouring flats. Hayley drove an old nineties’ Fiat Punto with faded red paintwork, the plastic trim missing from the front left wheel and scuff marks along the wing from a low-speed argument with a wall. The car was there, its one naked wheel and scrape damage distinctive and unmistakeable in the glow of the nearby streetlight. Kate stared at it for a second as she deliberated about what that meant.


    Okay, so Hayley hadn’t gone off in the car. But she might have taken Charlie somewhere on foot. And the car’s presence still didn’t preclude the possibility, no matter how remote and unlikely and irrational and unthinkable, that they’d been taken off in an ambulance …


    Panicked at the idea, Kate ran back inside her flat. What should she do now? Call the police? Call the hospital? No, call Hayley’s mobile. That was the logical next step. She dashed into the living room and snatched up her landline phone, called up the menu of pre-entered numbers, scrolled down the alphabetical list until she found HAYLEY MOB and hit the dial button and pressed the handset hard to her ear, tense and waiting.


    After a pause, the dial tone started up. Then Hayley’s mobile began to ring. Just three feet away from where Kate was standing, in the living room.


    Kate stared bewildered in the direction of the ringtone, then rushed over to find Hayley’s bag lying on the floor, out of sight down the side of the sofa. She dropped to her knees and felt inside the bag, found Hayley’s Nokia among the other items such as her purse and keys, and fished it out. It was still ringing. Kate ended the call on her own phone, and the Nokia went silent. She replaced it inside the bag.


    Okay, so Hayley had gone off without her bag, without her phone and without any money. But that still didn’t mean …


    She was still wildly trying to figure out what it did or didn’t mean when the landline phone started ringing in her hand. She fumbled it to her ear and answered, in a voice that was tight and quavering with nerves. ‘Hayley? That you? Where are you?’


    But it wasn’t Hayley.


    ‘Hello, Helen,’ said the familiar voice on the other end of the line.
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    ‘Expecting to hear from me, were you?’ Geoffrey’s voice said in her ear. She could hear the smile on his lips.


    She gripped the phone tightly. ‘What do you want?’


    ‘The same thing as you,’ he said. ‘To meet up again. We need to straighten things out, wouldn’t you say?’


    ‘I want my stuff back.’


    ‘Of course you do. Why don’t you come and get it?’


    Kate swallowed. ‘I – I have things to do. It’s late,’ she said. Glanced involuntarily in the direction of Charlie’s open bedroom door and added, ‘My boy’s sleeping.’


    The smile she could hear on the other end of the line now grew into a chuckle. ‘Really? That’s funny.’


    ‘Why? Why’s that funny?’ she asked, flushing with a sudden surge of anger.


    ‘Because he’s sitting here right beside me,’ said Geoffrey’s voice. ‘Aren’t you, Charlie?’ It sounded as if he’d turned away from the phone to address someone else in the room.


    The heat of Kate’s anger plummeted to subzero. It was as if all her blood had been drained out of her and replaced with cooling fluid. Ice water. Liquid nitrogen. She began to shake. She pressed the phone so hard into her ear that it hurt, straining to hear the smallest sound on the line. What she heard made her quake even more. The sound of a child sobbing. She recognised the voice of her child better than her own face.


    ‘That’s right,’ Geoffrey chuckled. ‘He’s with me.’


    ‘You came into our home!’


    ‘Well, you did let me have your key. Nice little place you’ve got.’


    ‘Don’t you hurt him!’


    ‘He’s not been harmed. You can trust me on that.’


    Kate swayed on her feet. She slumped heavily on the arm of the chair. Her head was reeling. It wasn’t possible. ‘Where’s Hayley?’


    ‘She’s here, too,’ he said simply. ‘Among friends. Waiting for you to come and join her.’


    ‘I’ll call the police if you don’t let them go right now, you hear me, you sick bastard?’


    ‘I really don’t think that would be such a good idea,’ he said calmly. ‘I mean, you do want to see your boy again, don’t you?’


    Her heart lurched, sending impulses of fear outwards to every extremity of her body from her toes to her fingertips. ‘You said you wouldn’t harm him—’


    ‘I said nothing had happened to him yet. That’s not quite the same thing, is it?’


    ‘Please—’


    ‘Now let’s stop wasting time. You’ll find us at my antiques warehouse. You’d best be on your way or …’


    ‘Wait, wait, don’t hang up.’ Kate got up from the arm of the chair and frantically began searching for a pen and a scrap of something, anything, to write on. ‘I – I don’t know where the place is. Tell me where to go. I’ll be there.’


    She scribbled hastily on the back of a magazine as he gave her the directions. ‘Okay. I have it,’ she told him. ‘I’m leaving right away.’


    ‘Are you sure, Kate?’


    ‘Yes, I’m sure.’


    ‘That’s good to hear. Don’t do anything you might regret, Kate. I can see anyone approaching from my office window. You’ll find the door unlocked. Come right in. Come alone. Come now. You have thirty minutes.’


    And he hung up.


    Kate dropped the phone and put both hands to her mouth. Tears rolled down her face. For a few seconds she was unable to move, as if the fear had paralyzed her nervous system. Then she ripped the cover from the magazine she’d scribbled the directions on, hurried over to the sofa and grabbed Hayley’s bag again, plunged her hand inside and found the keys to the Punto and tore them out and ran for the door.


    It was only as she threw herself inside the car and twisted the engine into life that she realised she was still wearing the high heels. There was no time to go back and change. The Fiat’s headlights blazed into life and Kate took off.


    Her breath came in gasps as she drove, grazing parked cars and tearing through red lights. Thirty minutes wasn’t a long time to cross the city and make her way into the countryside. Every minute seemed to pass in half that time. She jammed her foot to the floor, willing the little car to go faster. Geoffrey had been in her home. He’d taken them. He was going to hurt her boy.


    Nearing the centre, she burned through another red light and skidded through the junction of Speedwell Street and St Aldate’s. Right past the police station, praying there were no patrol cars anywhere nearby. Over the old stone Folly Bridge, so fast the wheels left the road on its apex. Then tearing southwards down Abingdon Road; and finally she left the city behind and was heading for the village of Kennington. She stole a terrified glance at her watch. She could make it.


    He was going to hurt her boy.


    No, he was not.


    She’d die first.


    The moon was almost full and the night was bright as she urged the Punto cross-country. She kept the interior light on so that she could snatch the occasional look at the directions on the magazine page. She was going to make it.


    The final turning flashed up on the left as she sped down the dark country road. She almost missed it, the tyres screeching and scrabbling for grip as she threw the car into the turn. The Fiat fishtailed and straightened out and she accelerated hard down the narrow lane. She was almost there. Three minutes to go.


    One minute and twenty-four seconds later, she was at the gate with the sign that said PRIVATE PROPERTY – STRICTLY NO ADMITTANCE. A smooth concreted track led for a hundred and fifty yards between two aisles of trees, and then the warehouse was there in her lights. A converted stone barn on two storeys, set in at least an acre of fenced-off land with nothing but fields all around. A gravelled parking area extended across the front of the building. Kate approached too fast, braked too hard and left dugout tracks twenty yards in length before the car rasped to a halt. She flung open the door and clambered out. The black VW Transporter van was parked in front of the building. The warehouse’s windows were all in darkness. Except for one in the very middle of the upper floor. A dim light was burning somewhere behind it; in the yellowish glow she thought she saw the figure of a man silhouetted in the window, watching her. Then the light went out, and the figure vanished.
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    One side of the warehouse’s double entrance was unlocked, just as he’d said. The slatted wooden door was tall and thick and heavy, and its hinges groaned as she swung it open far enough to venture inside.


    The ground floor was lit only by the moon-glow filtering in through the dusty windows, casting long dark shadows all around her as she stepped nervously, tentatively, into the building. The smell of old furniture hung thick in the air, a mixture of must and mildew and wood soap and wax polish. The space was large, her footsteps echoing off distant walls and the high ceiling. She could hear her own heart thumping loudly, punctuated every two beats by the heavy tick-tock of a long-case clock that stood unseen somewhere in the gloom.


    As her vision grew accustomed to the darkness, she could distinguish the shapes of dressers and sideboards, tables and bookcases positioned about the room. Legs of upturned chairs, like curving spikes; the glint of moonlight from the window playing off a standing mirror; the twin pinpoints of narrow-set gleaming eyes peering at her out of the shadows, which made her heart writhe in alarm and drew a gasp out of her, before she realised that it was the stare of a stuffed owl on a perch.


    Kate’s muscles tensed again as she heard the rumbling, creaking, rattling sound that echoed around the building and seemed to emanate from everywhere at once. Then, at the far side of the warehouse, a single naked bulb came alive in a dull glow, and she understood where the sound was coming from. The grey steel cage of a goods lift stood from floor to ceiling, extending through a hole to the storey above. It was the creak and grind of turning pulleys serviced by a rumbling electric motor she could hear, lowering the lift platform down through the cage.


    The figure of a man stood on the descending lift. His face was in shadow, but she instantly recognised the shape of Geoffrey Hawkins, and felt her knees weaken.


    The goods lift juddered to a rest on the floor. The steel-barred cage door creaked open and he stepped out under the dim light. Now she could see his face, and make out the beaming smile on his lips.


    ‘Nice to see you again, Helen. Or … should I say, Kate?’ His voice carried around the warehouse. He paused for a moment, then took an echoing step towards her and the shadows covered his front, making his silhouette look large and threatening as he slowly crossed the room.


    ‘I want my son.’ Her voice sounded tiny and weak. She cleared her throat. ‘Where is he?’ she demanded more strongly. ‘What’ve you done with him, you fucking creep? And where’s Hayley?’


    ‘He’s upstairs,’ Geoffrey said. He kept walking slowly towards her, picking his way between the shadows of the standing antiques. His voice sounded restrained, as if he was bubbling with some kind of anticipation and working hard to fight it down. ‘As for your friend Hayley? You’ll be joining her soon enough, Kate.’


    She wanted to scream at him in fury, but what good could threats and swearing do? She swallowed her rage and blurted out, ‘I’m sorry for what happened. I didn’t mean to upset you, all right? I was only doing my job. Your wife hired me. You must know that by now.’


    Geoffrey said nothing. He took another step. His face was just a blur in the shadows.


    ‘I’ll give back the money she paid me. I’ll never breathe a word about this to her. I promise. Not to the police, not to anyone. Just let Charlie go, and Hayley too, and I swear you’ll never hear from me again. Please! Say something!’


    ‘I’m afraid things have gone a little too far for that, Kate,’ he said.


    Another two steps. Another pause. He was just ten feet away from her now.


    ‘But you’re right about one thing,’ he said. ‘Nobody will ever hear from you again.’


    He stepped closer. She backed up two paces, three. Her hip caught the edge of a dining table. She twisted away from it and retreated into the gap between a tall dresser and a sideboard. She could hear his breathing. Then— a metallic ringing scrape and a dull flash of metal catching the moonlight, like the mirror. She gave a cry as she realised that he’d drawn a knife. He was insane. He was going to stab her.


    ‘Don’t do this,’ she pleaded as she backed away. ‘Let us go. What have we done to you?’


    He said nothing. Just kept coming towards her. The knife was low, down by his side, a leaf-shaped tongue of steel glittering in the moonlight from the window, its tip angled towards her.


    ‘Please don’t hurt my boy,’ she begged.


    He paused for a second, as if sizing her up. And then suddenly it was happening and Kate screamed as he came lunging at her, closing the distance between them with fast shuffling steps.


    Kate stumbled back out of the reach of the blade, and found herself wedged into a tight space between the freestanding pieces of furniture that seemed to loom and crowd all around her in the shadows. As she frantically retreated from him, she crashed into something solid and heavy that caught her off-balance. She sprawled, fighting to stay upright, and her elbow came down on the keys of an old piano. The dissonant clang of notes jangled loudly through the warehouse. She veered away from it and retreated again. The knife glimmered as he came after her, weaving effortlessly through the gaps between the clustered tables and dressers and chests of drawers.


    ‘Please!’


    He only smiled. Then raised the knife and whipped at her in a horizontal slashing motion that would have cut her across the face if she hadn’t ducked. She avoided the blade, but not his other hand which came up fast as she twisted sideways away from the knife. His fingers locked tight in her hair. She tried to yank her head away and yelled in pain. Gritted her teeth and shook her head wildly from side to side to break his grasp. He wouldn’t let go. The knife was coming towards her face.


    In her desperation she lashed out with her foot, trying to kick him. He moved and the pointy toe of her shoe found only air, but her shin glanced against the side edge of a small round table to her right, rocking it on its pedestal. The blow brought tears to her eyes. She only dimly registered some object falling with a thump against the tabletop and sliding across its tilted surface. It bumped Kate’s hand. Her fingers instinctively closed around it. Something hard and smooth and cool. And heavy. It was a statuette, or a figurine, brass or bronze, eighteen inches long with a solid, heavy base. With a shout and all the strength she could muster at that frantic moment, she hefted it and swung it at him. It was a lucky blow. The circular base caught him just below the cheekbone and she both heard and felt the crunch of its impact. He let out a yowl of pain and dropped the knife. The fingers of his other hand slackened their grip on her hair. Kate let the figurine fall with a clang on the concrete floor. She wrenched herself away from him and ran, zigzagging through the narrow aisles between the furniture, her heart pounding, her breath coming in gasps. In her panic she almost went straight into a wall. It looked as if her escape was blocked; but then she saw the dark rectangle of a door.


    He was chasing. As she fumbled for the door handle, she twisted her head back in terror to see Geoffrey closing fast. He had one hand clasped to his injured cheek, blood running over his fingers. The other hand was wrestling with something that had snagged in his belt as he tried to pull it out.


    It was a gun. Some kind of massive pistol. It looked old and long and heavy. Like something out of a movie. An antique. At the same instant he drew it free from his belt, Kate found the door handle.


    Ten feet away, Geoffrey shouted garbled words of rage and levelled the gun. Kate’s hand scraped against the big iron key sticking out of the door lock. She plucked it out, and yanked the door open, and plunged through the doorway into near-total darkness. With trembling fingers she managed to stab the key into the lock and twist it.


    The click of the lock was drowned out by the explosion that boomed out from the other side. The door juddered violently as a fist-sized ragged hole appeared in the wood and splinters flew in the fiery flash of the shot. Kate reeled back, stunned and deafened. One step, two; and the floor suddenly seemed to vanish from under her feet. She flailed her arms for balance as she felt herself topple backwards, but there was nothing she could do to stop herself falling down what she now realised too late was a flight of stone steps. She rolled and tumbled all the way down to the bottom and hit the floor winded and bruised. As she scrambled to her feet, a piercing jolt of pain through her ankle made her cry out. She’d twisted it in her fall and it would barely take her weight.


    At the head of the stairs, the door was juddering and shaking from the blows Geoffrey was smashing into it. She hobbled upright, gasping at the pain. The basement was cold and dank, filled with a bad smell. A really bad smell. It made her think of rats. Just a narrow rectangle of moonlight streamed in from a grimy window high up on the far wall. To hell with her twisted ankle. If she could find something to clamber up on, she might get to that window and manage to climb out. Then, somehow, she had to find Charlie and Hayley.


    She blinked. Her eyes were slowly getting used to the dark, forms emerging, the shadows taking shape beyond the patch of dim moonlight that shone across the floor. She glanced up the steps towards the door. He was still banging and thumping against it. Like a lunatic. It wouldn’t hold for long. He had a gun. What if he shot the lock out?


    She looked wildly around her. A basement. People kept things in basements, like tools, and ladders. She didn’t have long.


    She limped towards the wall, stretching a hand out in front of her to grope her way, breathing through her mouth to avoid smelling the overpowering stink of vermin. They must be everywhere. Her fingers touched against something metallic. A horizontal bar, it felt like, attached to the masonry. Or a rung? For a moment she couldn’t believe her luck, thinking she’d found a ladder propped against the wall. She tugged. It didn’t move. She blinked.


    Thud – thud – thud. The door handle twisted and rattled above.


    Kate tugged again, but it was dawning on her with horror what she’d found. Not a ladder at all. The cage for the lift, whose shaft she now realised came down through the floor above and right down into the basement. Groping about in the murk, she could feel that the door was closed. She grasped its bars and pulled, and the door swung open with a creak. She quickly clanged it shut again. Felt around for a bolt, or a lock. Nothing. Just a crude pair of welded-on lugs with holes in them, one on the door, the other on the frame of the cage, that aligned when it was shut so that a padlock could be slipped through.


    Except that Kate didn’t have a padlock.


    The thumping on the door suddenly stopped.


    Her heart gave a flutter. She stood still and slowly raised her eyes to the ceiling, and could imagine him standing there above her, head cocked, intent, listening hard. His violent rage at being locked out of the basement cooling, a smile coming over his face as he remembered that he didn’t need to get through the door to reach her.


    He could use the lift.


    He could be coming down here any second.


    She hobbled quickly away from the cage and moved deeper into the shadows, away from the patch of moonlight in search of somewhere to hide, both arms groping out straight in front of her at chest height as she felt her way.


    Two limping steps forward. Three. Her right hand came into contact with something. Not metal. Something soft, and silky. Strands of long hair that tangled in her fingers as she darted back her hand with a frightened gasp.


    And the cold, soft contours of a human face.


    Kate screamed and recoiled. Her back thumped into a pillar.


    That was when she found the light switch, and realised that she wasn’t alone down here.

  


  
    Eleven


    The heavy, old-fashioned switch flipped with a clunk and the basement was lit up by the cobwebbed glow of a single naked bulb overhead.


    Kate screamed again.


    Hayley was sitting upright on a high-backed wooden chair, looking at her with a detached, blank expression. Her hands were clasped limply in her lap. Her wrists had been bound with thin cord. Her ankles were fastened to the legs of the chair. A broad leather strap, like the strap from an old steamer trunk, was wrapped around her middle binding her to the backrest of the chair, and another was looped across her forehead. Her body was covered in open gashes and puncture wounds from the knife that had hacked and chopped and sliced into her flesh, ten times, twenty times, fifty stab wounds. Her face, her neck, her arms, her chest, her stomach, her legs. Spatters and rivulets and smudges of blood all over her skin. Every fibre of her tattered clothes saturated. Red dribbles snaking down the legs of the chair to pool at her feet, where it ran down a channel in the concrete floor to an iron drain cover.


    Behind Hayley’s chair were four others. They weren’t empty. The four women tied to them had been dead for longer than she had. One was naked, her body shrivelled and pitiful, grimy brown hair hanging down over her face. Another was grotesquely swollen and livid with decay. It hadn’t been just the rats that Kate could smell down here. The remnants of clothing that hung from the woman’s corpse, encrusted with black blood, had once been lacy underwear. She was still wearing the stiletto shoes she’d had on when he’d brought her back here.


    To one side of the chairs was a long, scarred wooden table. On its surface lay a coil of the same thin cord that had been used to bind Hayley’s wrists, and a long-bladed pair of scissors. A hammer with wisps of brown hair entangled in its claw. A crooked cast-iron fire poker. A butane-powered blowtorch and a box of matches. A butcher’s knife, smeared with blood. A rusty carpenter’s saw with a plastic handle. It was a set of torture implements. To the rear of the table, a grimy old chest freezer stood against the wall. Whatever might be inside was too terrible to imagine.


    Kate dropped to her knees and felt her stomach heave and the hot, salty tears well up in her eyes. She ground them shut and the tears flooded down her cheeks. ‘Hayley,’ she whimpered.


    And then the grinding, rumbling, squealing clatter resonated through the basement ceiling as the lift started coming down.


    Kate snapped her eyes open. She raised herself up from the floor and saw the bottom of the lift emerging from the shaft. He was coming.


    She glanced up the stairwell towards the basement door with a knot in her throat, knowing she couldn’t make a run for it. Not with her ankle so badly twisted. He’d be on top of her before she made it halfway up the steps. There was no time to hide, barely time even to think as the noise of the lift’s relentless descent filled the basement. Down it came, inch by creaking, juddering inch. She could see his shoes. Then the bottoms of his trouser legs. Now she could see his knees.


    Kate limped past the chairs, refusing to look at what was in them. Snatched the cast-iron poker from the table. She refused to think about what it had been used for, too. All she could think about was the lift coming down and the distance between her and the cage door. Could she make it?


    She grabbed the hammer as well, then turned from the table and ran. The pain was too much. She cried out and stumbled, fell to her knees and crawled desperately towards the cage door, the hammer in her right hand, the poker in her left, dragging and scraping them along the floor as she went.


    The lift kept coming. He was visible up to his chest. Then to his neck; and then she saw his face, one side smeared with blood below the gash on his cheekbone where she’d hit him.


    The lift reached the bottom with a final judder. Geoffrey smiled.


    And Kate threw herself the last couple of feet to the cage door, slammed it tight shut with her shoulder and with her left hand rammed the poker through the holes in the two welded lugs. It slid through easily, blocking the door shut like a long iron bolt. But it could still be pulled back out from inside the cage. It had to be bent into a twisted loop to stop him from simply withdrawing it and opening the door. She lashed at it with the hammer, and missed. Geoffrey had realised what she was trying to do. He stepped quickly off the lift platform and thrust a hand through the bars, grabbing at one end of the poker to slide it out of the hole. She lashed out once more with the hammer, and felt it crush one of his fingers. He let out a shriek and pulled away, bending double, clasping his injured hand between his legs. ‘Oh, you bitch! I’ll rip your guts out!’


    Kate swung the hammer again, and this time she caught the end of the poker dead on, bending it into a slight U. She hit it again, again, again. Sparks flew from the impacts. The sound pierced her ears. She didn’t stop beating the poker until it was bent almost into a hoop. Now, it was impossible to draw out of the padlock hole. No way he could open that door.


    She stood up, breathless and sweating, her hair plastered over her face. Still clutching the hammer, she began to turn towards the stairs. She had to find Charlie and get away from this place, and call the police …


    ‘Think you can escape from me, do you?’ Geoffrey screamed. He thrust his uninjured hand through the bars. It was clutching the gun, pointing it right at her. Now Kate could see it clearly, a massive double-barrelled thing like a sawn-off shotgun. The twin muzzles were wobbling in a circle as he tried to hold the weapon steady. His teeth were bared in hatred.


    She flung the hammer. It was a lucky throw, propelled with all the rage and fury of a desperate mother driven to protect her child. It whirled through the air and hit the gun with a metallic clang, knocking it out of his grip. The heavy double-barrelled pistol fell to the floor on her side of the cage. Geoffrey dropped to his knees in sudden panic, pushed his arm through the bars and tried to reach it. Seeing that the gun was almost within his grasp, Kate stumbled forwards and sent it scraping across the floor with a kick. He tried to make a grab for her through the bars, and she caught hold of his wrist in both hands and gripped it with all her strength and threw her weight backwards, trapping his elbow between the metal bars and levering it back the wrong way. There was a crackling and a popping of cartilage. He screamed. She pulled harder, felt the sickening snap of the bone and the joint going suddenly loose. His scream became shrill.


    Kate let go of him. She turned and started hobbling for the stairs, leaving him to writhe and squeal in agony. The police would know how to deal with him, later.


    With gritted teeth she hauled herself up the steps. To hell with the pain. Find Charlie.


    She made it to the top of the stairs, unlocked the door and limped and hobbled across the warehouse, using pieces of furniture for support. She found the light switch, and overhead neons flickered once and then flooded the huge room and its contents. A padlock hung open from the lift cage door on the ground floor. She pressed it shut and it locked with a click. Then looked around her, breathing hard, dizzy with pain and horror.


    Where was he? Where was her boy?


    He’s sitting here right beside me, Geoffrey had said.


    Near the phone. So where was the phone?


    I can see anyone approaching from my office window.


    The figure she’d seen at the upstairs window.


    The office. Charlie was in the office on the upper floor.


    Kate soon found the doorway to the stairs. Her ankle was excruciatingly painful, making her cry out at every step. The bare wooden staircase was narrow and steep. She lost a shoe halfway up, and didn’t try to go back for it. At the top, she found herself on a landing with a door either side of her. Directly in front of her was the top of the lift cage. Another padlock dangled from the open door. She stumbled over to it, crashed it shut and pressed the lock home. That was it. Now he was well and truly trapped in the shaft, like a caged animal.


    ‘Charlie!?’ she yelled, her voice hoarse with panic.


    No reply. Where was he?


    Kicking off her second shoe, she limped to the nearest door and flung it open. It was the office. A big old-fashioned desk, leather chairs, an antique wooden filing cabinet. No Charlie.


    She turned with a groan and hobbled to the other door, which was opaque glass from top to bottom. She tried the handle. The door was locked.


    Kate limped back to pick up her fallen shoe. She gripped it by its pointy toe and used the heel to smash the glass, whacking repeatedly until the pane was falling out of the frame. She tossed the shoe away and stepped through the door’s jagged remains.


    The other side of it was a small store-room, with a single window overlooking the front of the building. The phone lay on a padded window seat.


    And sitting in a chair nearby was Charlie. He was alive, unharmed. Barefoot and in his pyjamas, bound and gagged and staring wide-eyed at the doorway. All he could see of her was a blur, she knew that. But he’d heard her voice, and the terror in his face was mixed with relief and joy.


    ‘Charlie!’ Kate blinked away the tears and hurriedly overstepped the mess of broken glass in her bare feet. She undid his gag first, telling him that mummy was here now and that he was safe and that they were leaving this place and that everything was going to be all right. She found a box cutter on a shelf and used it to slice away the cord holding him to the chair, then held him for a moment or two, more tightly than she’d ever held him in his life.


    ‘We have to go now.’


    ‘Where’s Hayley?’


    She swallowed. ‘He can’t hurt her.’


    ‘Can he hurt us?’


    ‘No, Charlie. Mummy won’t let him do that. Come on.’ She lifted him in her arms and carried him carefully through the smashed door. He was getting too big to carry any distance.


    ‘Mummy, why are you walking funny?’


    ‘Mummy’s hurt her ankle, that’s all. Nothing to worry about.’


    Kate limped down the stairs, keeping her body turned sideways-on for fear of overbalancing with Charlie’s weight in her arms. She didn’t want to worry him by crying out in pain, so she bit her lip to force herself to keep quiet. They reached the bottom of the stairs and Kate retraced her agonising steps towards the doorway, Charlie’s arms wrapped tight around her neck. The pain was making her feel faint. The car was just outside. Just a little bit further …


    Kate was just five feet from the door when it opened.


    She almost passed out with shock. ‘Oh, my God.’


    A cloud had passed over the face of the moon, shrouding it like a black shadow. Standing in the dark entrance was a figure.

  


  
    Twelve


    It was a moment before Kate realised that the shadowy figure in the doorway wasn’t Geoffrey, and her heart started to beat again. It was somebody smaller, slimmer. And female. The unexpected visitor stepped into the light. She was wearing linen trousers and a summery jacket. Her yellow Lotus Evora was parked in the yard behind her.


    ‘Julie! Thank God.’


    Julie Hawkins didn’t speak. She was looking at Kate in amazement, taking in the dishevelled, battered state of her. Looking at Charlie clasped in her arms. Kate’s own initial relief at seeing her client standing there was quickly dissolving into surprise. ‘What are you doing here?’


    Julie Hawkins still said nothing. She took another step inside the doorway.


    ‘You mustn’t come into this place,’ Kate warned her, and she couldn’t stop the tears as she spoke. ‘Please listen to me. It’s … he’s … your husband’s …’


    ‘Where is he?’ Julie Hawkins asked in a tight voice.


    ‘I locked him in the lift shaft. He’s sick, Julie. He’s done terrible things. I have to get the police.’


    ‘Is he hurt?’


    ‘I … his arm. I think I broke it. Please – don’t go in there. Come with me. We’ll go to the police together.’


    Without taking her eyes off Kate, Julie Hawkins reached behind her and shut the door. Then she reached under her jacket and drew out a small black hatchet.


    Kate stared at her, unbelieving. She clutched Charlie even more tightly and took a step back.


    ‘You understand now,’ Julie Hawkins said. The hatchet blade looked razor sharp.


    ‘You’re in it together. You—’


    Julie Hawkins nodded. ‘That’s right. I love my husband. And he loves me. As if he’d ever have anything to do with the likes of you!’ She spat out the last word with a grimace of hate.


    ‘Oh my God. What have you done? You’re both insane.’


    ‘Insane, because we listen when God tells us to do His work? Insane, for ridding the world of scum like you, and your sluttish friend, and your bastard spawn?’ Julie Hawkins advanced another step, clutching the weapon in a white-knuckle grip and pointing the blade at Kate. ‘You’re no better than the rest of those whores down there, and all the ones buried in those woods.’ She waved the hatchet. ‘Better get ready to join them.’


    ‘You set this whole thing up to trap me,’ Kate murmured. Charlie’s head was buried against her neck. She could feel him shaking with terror.


    ‘Oh yes. And you walked right into it, didn’t you? Pimping yourself out like a bitch in heat.’


    ‘I was trying to help my son. He needs an operation.’


    Julie Hawkins gave a short, bitter laugh. ‘You think I’d believe any of your lies, whore? I know exactly who you are. Look at you. You’re the one who’s sick. You’re the one who’s done terrible things. Dressed in purple and scarlet, glittering with gold and precious stones and pearls.’


    Kate realised she was quoting words from scripture. She was even more deranged than her husband.


    ‘She held a cup in her hand, filled with abominable things and the filth of her adulteries. The great whore, the whore of Babylon. You temptress, you devil, you shall be punished.’


    Kate backed away two more steps. ‘I’m not a prostitute. But if I was, what right does that give you to kill me? Put the axe down. Please! Let us go.’


    ‘God’s word is what makes it right,’ Julie Hawkins said. ‘And His bidding will be done.’


    Then she rushed at Kate, the hatchet raised. With Charlie in her arms, Kate couldn’t move quickly enough. She saw the blade come swinging down out of the air. Felt the impact like a flash of white light, and she was gone.


     


    It was the sensation of movement that woke her. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused. Her ankle hurt like hell, but her head was exploding with pain. Her heels were dragging along the ground. She couldn’t move her arms. Her senses swam into focus, and she cried out as she saw the figures of Julie and Geoffrey Hawkins above her. Each of them had hold of one of her wrists. Hauling her across the basement floor. Geoffrey’s broken arm was in a makeshift sling. His face was pale and bloodstained, his hair in disarray, his eyes wild. ‘You little trollop, you’ll be sorry you did this to me.’


    ‘Charlie,’ she groaned. ‘Where’s Charlie?’


    Julie Hawkins said sharply, ‘Shut up, whore.’


    They let go of her arms and she flopped to the floor. Her eyes rolled shut. Dizziness washed over her, the darkness rising again for a moment. The voices above her sounded echoey and distant.


    ‘Do you want to do her, or shall I?’


    ‘You do her this time. My arm hurts. Oh, it hurts so much.’


    ‘You’ll have to see a doctor.’


    ‘Later. Help me get her in the chair. I want to see this slut die.’


    ‘Let me get something to tie her with first. She’ll struggle. They always do.’


    Kate heard the scrape of chair legs on the rough cement. She opened her eyes and blinked, her vision blurring and sharpening in waves. She craned her neck to look upwards. The cobwebbed bulb was directly above her. By its dirty yellow light she could see the two figures turned towards the table, with their backs to her. Julie Hawkins was impatiently unravelling a length of cord that had got tangled and knotted. Her husband was leaning against the wall, head bowed, breathing hard and moaning softly in pain.


    Where was Charlie?


    Kate closed her eyes again. She felt so weak. She could hardly move without starbursts of pain shooting through her head, crippling her. If the Hawkins woman had hit her with the sharp edge of the hatchet blade, she’d have killed her there and then. She’d used the blunt edge because they wanted to take their time cutting her up slowly. Like they’d done to Hayley. Like they’d do to Charlie—


    That thought made her open her eyes wide. She battled to focus. The couple were still over by the table. But they wouldn’t be there for long. Any moment now …


    Kate’s hazy vision swept over the floor. She could see pits and ripples in the roughly-laid concrete. Spots of dried blood, dirt and dust and rat droppings scattered here and there like little black olive pips. A spider scuttling out from underneath an old bottled gas heater.


    A fallen claw hammer.


    And not far away from the hammer, lying in the dust, another object apparently forgotten about.


    It was the gun. It was only about ten feet away.


    Kate’s breath hissed from her lips. She glanced back at the couple. They weren’t looking at her. Gritting her teeth against the pain that jolted through her head, she rolled herself up onto her knees and elbows and began to crawl. Slowly, slowly at first; then she dared to crawl a little faster, until the gun was just five feet away from her outstretched right hand.


    The angry shout almost stopped her heart. Julie Hawkins had spotted her. The two of them were turning and striding towards her.


    Kate scrambled the rest of the way to the fallen gun. Her fingers closed on its wooden handle, her arm muscles tensed and she jerked its weight up off the floor and simultaneously rolled on her back and sat up and swung the gun sideways through the air to point at them as they came racing towards her. Their eyes and mouths were opening, the realisation hitting them: too late.


    The gun felt huge and nose-heavy in Kate’s hand, the weight of the thick barrels wanting to tip it down towards the floor. She sat up straighter, blinked to clear her vision, and brought her other arm up to steady the weapon in a double-handed grip. It had two curved swan-neck hammers and two thin triggers, one behind the other. An antique weapon, maybe an old relic that someone had turned up in their attic and which had landed in the Hawkins’ hands, still in working order after all these years.


    One shot gone, one to go. Or so she hoped. Kate curled her index finger around a trigger and squeezed. Nothing happened. The trigger wouldn’t budge.


    Julie Hawkins let out another furious shout. She had the butcher’s knife in her hand. She raised it—


    And Kate found the second trigger and wrapped her finger tight around it and pulled and felt it go back and saw the second hammer drop.


    The gun’s report was incredibly loud in the confines of the basement. Its recoil lifted the muzzle high, with a fiery flash and a billow of white smoke. Through the aftershock of the blast came first a woman’s piercing scream, then a man’s yell of horror.


    The second barrel had discharged straight into Julie Hawkins’ face as she charged towards Kate with the knife. It must have been filled with some kind of loose shotgun load. The pellets had exploded from the muzzle in a conical spray of devastation. Julie Hawkins had been thrown backwards and was lying on the floor. The top of her head had been blown off. Blood was spattered all over the walls, all over the concrete and all over her husband, who was falling to his knees with an animal howl to bend over his dead wife.


    Kate staggered to her feet and ran straight past him, ignoring the pain of her injuries. She made it to the basement steps, gripped the iron handrail and willed herself up them, two at a time. The door at the top was wide open. She burst through it. The key was gone. Impossible to lock him in. But that didn’t matter – all that mattered was her boy, and she was certain she knew where they’d taken him. She made it across the brightly-lit warehouse to the stairs leading to the upper floor.


    ‘Charlie!’


    ‘Mummy!’ The cry came from the storeroom. The bastards had tied him up again, but they’d forgotten to gag him this time. Or else they hadn’t thought they would need to.


    ‘I’m coming, baby!’ she shouted as she worked her way up the stairs.


    She never heard him coming after her. Had no idea of his presence coming up behind her until she was right on the edge of the landing and a strong hand caught her by the hair and almost jerked her back off her feet. She fell heavily and felt the impact knock the wind out of her. Then he was on the landing, towering over her. His foot drew back and lashed forwards. The brutal kick hit her in the left kidney. She screamed and curled into a ball, writhing and rolling from side to side.


    ‘Mummy!’


    Geoffrey roared with fury and kicked her again, catching her hard in the stomach this time. He reached down with his good arm and grabbed her hair. Dragged her to her feet and sent her sprawling through the open door into the office. She collapsed on her face, wheezing and coughing.


    ‘Mummy!’


    ‘I’m going to take you apart piece by piece,’ Geoffrey’s voice rasped in her ear. ‘And your boy’s going to watch, but you’ll still be alive when I make you watch what I do to him.’


    He dug his hand in her hair again. Wrapped it and rolled it around in his fist and yanked her violently to her knees, then kicked her again in the chest. She could taste blood in her mouth as she flew backwards and crashed into the wooden filing cabinet with such force that it overbalanced and toppled down over her. Its drawers slid out, hit the floor and spilled papers and receipts and money across the varnished boards.


    Money. Kate saw the bundles of banknotes tumble like bricks from the drawer they’d been neatly stacked in. Two or three of the stacks split open as they hit the floor, twenties and fifties bursting all over the place in a cloud of paper like feathers exploding from a ruptured pillow. She rolled and slithered in the mess, trying to get to her feet. He laughed. Stepped over to her and grabbed her by the neck and launched her towards the opposite wall. She managed to twist and avoid slamming into it with her head. Fell to her hands and knees and crawled out of the office, back out onto the landing. She could see Charlie through the smashed glass of the storeroom door.


    ‘Where do you think you’re going, Kate?’


    She screamed as he fell on her with his knees, crushing her to the floorboards. Even one-armed, he was too strong to resist as he rolled her over and pinned her with his legs and clamped his hand around her throat.


    He was going to strangle her. Right in front of her child. For the one and only time in her life, Kate was glad that Charlie was going blind.


    Then she realised that Geoffrey wasn’t going to strangle her. Not yet.


    He was going to rape her first. He slapped her twice and then his hand went to his belt, yanking at the buckle. He wrenched down his zipper, and then he was tugging at her skirt, which had ridden up her legs. He wedged them roughly apart with his knees and slapped her again.


    ‘You want it, whore? Of course you do.’ He lowered himself on top of her, so close that she could smell his dead wife’s blood on him. She fought and kicked and tried to bite him, but he was heavy and powerful.


    ‘Mummy!’


    Geoffrey kissed her. She spat and twisted her head away from him, and that was when she saw the red high-heeled shoe lying there in the middle of the landing floor.


    ‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ Geoffrey said.


    ‘Not as much as I am,’ Kate replied. Then she gripped the shoe by its pointy toe and hit him in the neck with all her strength. The long, tapered heel punctured his flesh like a spike. She drew it out and a fountain of blood spurted from the wound. He cried out and instinctively clapped his hand to his neck to stifle the flow, but with only one arm to support him he fell down on top of her. She felt hot blood spray all over her face. Wrestled him violently off her and managed to roll him over onto his back, and then hit him with the shoe again. The heel punctured his eye. His screaming was continuous now, like the death agony of a stuck pig. She knelt astride him and hit him again, and again, and again. Cheek. Forehead. Throat. There was a gurgling rasp as the heel stabbed into his windpipe. Blood spattered and bubbled from his mouth. Her face and hair were dripping with it.


    It took a long and terrible ninety seconds for Geoffrey Hawkins’ struggles to diminish. Another minute after that before Kate realised he was dead. She spat in his face and staggered to her feet. She could hardly feel the pain now as she stepped across the bloody landing and through the broken storeroom door, to Charlie.


    It was over, and it wasn’t. When Charlie was free and they’d held each other close long enough, Kate limped back into the office. There was a supermarket bag in a corner, with coffee and tea-making supplies in it. She spilled them out, then gathered up all the money she could squeeze into the bag. She wasn’t trying to count. She didn’t have to. There was easily ten thousand pounds there in antique cash sales the Hawkinses must have been keeping from the taxman. Maybe more. Enough to pay for Charlie’s operation twice over, with change.


    Kate led her boy down the stairs and across the warehouse, heading for the door. ‘Wait here,’ she said at the entrance, and gave him the bag of money to hold. ‘Do not move. I’ll be right back.’


    She kissed him, leaving a bloody smear on his cheek. Then quickly limped back to the basement and hurried down the steps.


    ‘I’m sorry, Hayley,’ she whispered to her dead friend. She hobbled over to the gas heater. Turned on the regulator valve and used Julie Hawkins’ butcher knife to sever the orange rubber pipe that connected the bottle to the heater element. Gas hissed noisily from the cut hose. She opened the matches, struck one and used it to light the butane blowtorch, which she set upright on the table a few feet away from the heater.


    Back upstairs, she took Charlie’s hand, picked up the bag of money and said, ‘Let’s go.’


    ‘Are we going to be safe now?’ he asked her as they walked away into the night.


    ‘For ever and ever,’ she told him. ‘And we’re going to fix you up, and everything’s going to be fine again.’


    Kate started Hayley’s Fiat, put it into gear and pulled away without a last look at the place. The money nestled in its bag on the rear seat. Charlie was quiet. There would be a lot of questions, later. For now, he seemed content just to be comforted by her.


    They were halfway down the track, the warehouse out of sight behind the trees, when the dark sky lit up with the flash and the roar of the blast shook the car. With all that age-seasoned wooden furniture to burn, the fire would rage for hours, and it wouldn’t stop until the whole building was incinerated along with everything inside it.


    Kate wrapped an arm around her boy’s shoulders and hugged him close and kissed his head as she drove.


    ‘For ever and ever,’ she repeated.
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