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To Mabel, who always sat beside me and put her feline paw on my leg when I was upset.

 




Chapter One

ANNA’S EYES WERE shut tight. She held a coffee cup in both hands below her chin.

It had been a mistake, a huge rotten awful mistake, and now, as some additional sadistic punishment, Anna would have to pay. No, make that two mistakes. First, marrying him, and second, buying an overpriced dump she couldn’t afford to sell.

She remembered a third, signing the divorce papers without really understanding what they had owed on the farm. No, the last wasn’t a mistake. It was the only way out.

Forcing herself to lift her gaze above the rim of her cup, she focused on her mother across the table. Tourist season had not yet started, and they were the only people in the Crown Hotel.

“Honey, sell and come back to the States,” her mother pleaded.

“You know I’m not doing that!” Anna slammed down her cup, before noticing the shock on her mother’s weary face. “I’m sorry.”

Her mum had flown all the way from Michigan after hearing how distressed she’d been on her daily calls home. “Anna, how are you paying the mortgage at the moment?”

Anna leaned back in her seat. “In the divorce, John signed the house over to me with enough money for six months. So, right now, I only have four months left.”

“I don’t understand why you would agree when you don’t have any income. He’s a lawyer, you should’ve asked for a lot more.”

“Mom, I’d expected to get the business going, you know, I told you… And I wanted to see the back of him. But now, I couldn’t even sell up if I wanted to. When I had it valued, the farm was worth thousands less than what we paid for it. And then I found out what we owed. If I sell, after all the costs, there’d be nothing, and I’ll still owe what is on my cards.”

Anna rested her chin on her chest, and her blonde hair fell forward, concealing her eyes. She hated that her marriage had ended. Hated that all her plans to turn the old farm into a business were now broken. Her sanctuary had become a burden.

“Oh, darling, talk to John. Can’t he—?”

“Mom, I’m not talking to him.”

A moment passed before her mother continued. “Why not come back home and wait for prices to go up? They always do, you know.”

“I can’t. I feel safer here. Abbie is safer here.”

Her mother leaned forward. “Just come back. It would be all right. He won’t bother us, I’m sure.”

“He was released last month, you said. And he’s still in Michigan?”

“As far as I know… But enough about that. You know, you could just default on your house payments, and it’ll be repossessed. The banks won’t chase you.”

Anna had considered the idea of going back home, but she couldn’t face it. She knew the fear would return. Especially now he’d been released. She had to keep Abbie safe. But also, the thought of being a barista at twenty-nine, while listening to whispers about her British husband leaving her for a younger woman, made her stomach turn. She’d rather drown in the cold North Sea outside her kitchen window.

She put on a brave smile. “Well, I’ve got four months. Things will improve. Maybe I can make enough from pony trekking this summer.” She didn’t want to worry her mother more than she had, so she didn’t mention she only had one pony and the stable’s roof needed to be repaired. It was another thing she couldn’t afford.

“There you go.” Her mum squeezed her hand. “Darling, do you have a friend here to help you?”

“Yes, a few.” It was a blatant lie, but she couldn’t have her mother concerned that she was alone. The truth was the people here weren’t very friendly. They seemed to stick together in groups as if they might catch the Black Death from someone new. Being the American who had bought a croft on their holy island, she hadn’t been welcomed into the tight-knit community.

Anna reached into her pocket to retrieve her watch and check the time. The strap had broken earlier in the day, and it wasn’t as if she needed it. She had her phone, and there was always a clock somewhere. It was just, since she was sixteen, she’d always worn it. The thought reminded her of her older sister, Emma, and caused tears to well up in her eyes.

She blinked to clear them and forced herself to damp down her emotions before her mother noticed. “I’m sorry Abbie wasn’t here to say goodbye.”

“I understand. The timing wasn’t good,” her mum offered. “It was nice to see her on the weekend. It must cost a lot to have her go to boarding school?”

Anna shook her head. “It’s free. The council pays, it’s the local government. There’s no secondary school on the island and, because of the tides, it’s nearly impossible to cross and get back during a normal school day. So, kids older than ten have to go to the boarding school on the mainland. Right now, there’s only three students from the island who do it, though.”

“She’s happy there?”

“She never says she doesn’t want to go back and she’s picking up an English accent.”

“I noticed.” Her mum chuckled. “She’s becoming an English rose. Emma would be proud.”

Anna didn’t want to disagree. At fourteen, Abbie was more like a thistle than a rose, at least with her anyway. One minute they were fine and having fun, the next they would be at loggerheads. Perhaps, in the holidays, things will be better between us.

Anna remembered why she had looked at her watch and touched her mother’s arm. “It’s time for your bus.”

“I wish I could have stayed longer.” It was her mum’s turn to lie. Anna knew her mother thought England was too cold, as well as expensive and inconvenient.

Anna’s mother got up and took hold of the handle of her cabin bag. “I know you don’t want my help with money, but it’s there if you need it. And do come home. I worry about you and Abbie.”

“I know. But you don’t need to. We’re fine, really.”

Outside, they hugged goodbye. It was still pretty cold for mid-May, and the wind cut through the fibres of Anna’s burgundy all-weather coat. She buried her hands in her pockets and watched as her mother boarded the small bus that would cross the mile-long causeway back to the mainland before the tide covered it.

Anna’s hair was blowing into her eyes. She brushed the wavy strands aside, before bursting into tears and darting back in the direction of her home.

Hurrying through the small village with her head down, she soon left the few buildings of the hamlet behind.

The island was small, only a few miles in both directions. In the winter, no more than a hundred people braved the North Sea storms. Spring was not much better, with high tides and cold easterly winds from Norway. It was a suffering romantic’s paradise. For Anna, only the suffering part seemed true now. She passed the ruins of the old monastery, said to be the birthplace of Christianity in Britain. Beyond it, waves crashed against the rocky coastline.

She tried to put her predicament into words, but all she could think of was a swimming lesson from her grandfather at his cabin in Michigan. As was the tradition, Grandpa Brent had the job of teaching the younger family members how to swim. Anna had begged her way out of swimming until, at eight years old, her mother insisted she must learn. It was apparently a necessary life skill. So, there she was standing in her newly purchased white-and-pink one-piece at the end of the dock with Grandpa Brent behind her. He was explaining how to move her arms and legs. Looking back, she should have questioned why the man was fully dressed. Next thing she knew, he’d picked her up by her waist and had thrown her off the end of the dock into the lake.

Anna would have drowned if it wasn’t for the end of a bamboo fishing rod the old idiot offered her when she managed to surface. She’d desperately grabbed the thin yellow pole and used it to get back to the dock. Sobbing and hunched over, having literally been fished out of the water, she looked at the person she had trusted and screamed at him before running back into the cabin where her mother and older sister were making lunch. She still hadn’t learned how to swim and, now, she felt like she was underwater again.

On the exposed barren land, she followed a single-track road that hugged the jagged coast until Lindisfarne Castle could be seen on the south-eastern corner of the island. It was perched on a pinnacle, half-hidden by sea mist. Anna found some solace in the old fortress, knowing it had been there for four hundred years, withstanding all that had been thrown at it. But more so, it comforted her knowing people had lived, worked, and survived in its walls. If they could, so could she. She turned down a narrow muddy lane and scampered towards the eighteenth-century farmhouse that was her home.

 

SITTING ON HER sofa, Jessica felt a warm breath on her neck.

“What are you doing?” Victoria asked, leaning over Jessica’s shoulder, while she opened her laptop and logged in.

“I won’t be five minutes. Just need to check today’s release status,” Jessica answered, now regretting having invited Victoria in for an after-movie drink. The woman had asked her out after meeting her through a colleague at a pub close to the office. And, now, it was clear she intended to stay the night.

Long fingers slid down Jessica’s neck, then along her shoulder. “Don’t be long. I’ll be waiting,” Victoria said in a sultry voice. The redhead kissed Jessica’s cheek before heading into the master bedroom of her Docklands flat with a filled-to-the-brim glass of white wine.

Reaching up, Jessica rubbed off the red lipstick she knew had been plastered on her cheek. She sighed. I should’ve told her I’m not interested… Fuck. Bloody too late now, you idiot.

All the indicators for the release were green, and she authorised its upload. She closed the lid of her laptop. Jessica really didn’t want to sleep with Victoria. But, right now, she couldn’t face telling her to go and having to deal with the drama. Just do it. A romp might make you feel better about things. She knew it was a coward’s lie. She should have sent her home hours ago. Sighing, she headed into the bedroom.

Victoria headed out early the next morning, and Jessica was pleased to see the back of her. At work, the day was pretty uneventful. When she left the office, she went straight home, spending the evening looking at holiday destinations online.

In the early hours, her mobile rang. She focused on the blurry digits of its display. It was 02:00 a.m. She hooked her short chestnut hair around her ear and glanced at the woman sleeping beside her. It had been the first time she’d slept with someone in a number of years, and she’d forced herself to go through the motions. By the time she picked up her mobile, it had stopped ringing.

She slipped out of bed and carried her phone with her into the lounge, where she dialled the number of the missed call.

“What’s up, Chris?” Jessica asked when she was connected.

“Hi. Can you hang on? I need to take another call.” He sounded under duress.

“Sure.”

It wasn’t unusual for her to get calls at this time of night—they went with the territory. A territory she was finding hard to endure. She’d spent the last month with the thought something was missing. A fact she discovered by stopping and listening. When only silence answered, she knew she had gotten everything wrong.

Victoria, as she liked to be called, rather than Vicky, had been Jessica’s attempt to fill the void. But the encounter had just added to it. I’ll tell her it’s not working in the morning.

She glanced at her guitar propped in its stand. It was another part of her past she’d left behind.

At thirty-three, she’d spent all her years since university focusing on her career, and now it felt like she was at the centre of a sphere filled with dark, acrid treacle. She had to escape. Having exercised most of her share options a few days before, cashing in on her hard work at Hokthorn, she was ready to quit her job. She wished her previous employer, Genism Systems, one of Hokthorn’s competitors, had been more successful, as she still held a large amount of their stock. As it was, she didn’t think she would have enough to start her own business, but at least she could take a year off and travel the world and perhaps write a book.

Chris joined the call again. “We have a big problem.”

“Give me the specifics.” While listening, she sat on the sofa. “How many customers are affected?” It sounded bad, very bad. She dropped herself onto the sofa and cursed with her hand over the mic of her phone. “Give me a moment to log in.” She flipped open her laptop. All she knew at this point was a routine update had gone horribly wrong.

Emails were coming into her inbox at a rate of knots, and Jessica skimmed the subjects of each email: twenty thousand servers at TicoCorp down, New Hong Kong Bank offline, NYC Webster Hospital systems unresponsive. The list continued with new entries appearing with every passing second.

How? We just audited the test rigs. Why has this happened?

Her insides twisted, and she fought the sensation to be sick. She jerked up off the sofa and walked over to the southwest corner of her flat. Ceiling-to-floor windows offered a panoramic view over the Thames and beyond to the City of London. Tail lights from a taxi streaked across Tower Bridge, a barge glided as a dark mass discernible only by its navigation lights, and a police siren wailed before its source sped past.

“Fuck,” she whispered and dialled her QA Senior manager. “Chris, what’s going on?”

“We released a bad update. Our QA system designed to check this scenario reported an internal error—a problem with the rig itself. And, well, the aggregated reporting process didn’t recognise the failure, so it defaulted to marking the test as passed. This was an old issue we fixed years ago. It shouldn’t have happened… We’re investigating.”

“Wait, back up. What’s wrong with the update?”

“It corrupts system files, breaking the operating system and, well, making it impossible for us to release a new update to fix the issue.”

“Great… Do we know how many customers received the update?” She expected the damage should be limited as they always released to a handful of customers first as a precaution.

There was silence on the line before Chris answered. “We blocked the update, but it was too late. The staging didn’t drip feed it out. Well…” He cleared his throat. “Again, we don’t know why. But—”

“Chris, please answer this, how many customers got the update?”

“I guess the estimate is 60 percent of our customer base before we blocked it. So, well, you know…possibly eighty million systems.”

Jessica’s throat went dry, and she couldn’t speak for a moment. She tried to still her shaking hands. As VP of product release, this was her responsibility. Her head was on the block. She pushed the thought aside. She needed to find out what had gone wrong. These failures don’t make sense! She was gripping her phone so hard her knuckles turned white. First, we need to mitigate the damage and protect our customers’ businesses. God, lives could be at stake.

“You there still?” Chris asked.

“Yes. Has a support call been set up?”

“Yeah, the Disaster Level Four process kicked in five minutes ago. But Carter is calling for it to be a five. I’m dialled in on my desk phone. It’s pretty…unpleasant. And the CEO is on as well, but he’s not saying much. Can you join us?”

Jessica tried to concentrate on what Chris was telling her, but she was struggling to take in his words. Disaster Level Five meant a full meltdown of all customer systems. Her chest tightened, and the freefall of her stomach threatened to drag her down with it. After a moment, she found the strength she needed. It was another problem to solve; a huge one that would likely end her career, but she needed to do the right thing before facing that inevitability.

“Yes, I’ll join now.”




Chapter Two

A LOT CAN happen in two weeks, especially when nights are spent awake. In a sterile meeting room, Jessica sat opposite Mrs Kapoor, a stern woman and the HR Director for EMEA. To Jessica’s right was her boss, Brian, senior VP of Product Quality.

“I’m sorry we have to do this, but the severity of the impact on the business means we must take appropriate action,” Mrs Kapoor stated quickly.

A drop in share price of 54 percent, potential class actions in the billions, and the loss of key accounts to their main competitors were all going to be seen as her fault.

Jessica sighed. At least no one died. Although, she had heard there’d been severe delays in hospitals that used their software.

“We’ll need you to hand in all company property,” Mrs Kapoor said. “Where’s your company phone—”

“I’ve already collected them,” her boss cut in.

Mrs Kapoor closed her mouth like a chick that hadn’t been given a worm. She stared for a moment at Brian. Her posture and expression poised for an ice-cold reprimand. “And the company car?”

Jessica chucked her keys onto the table. I was going to resign anyway. This doesn’t matter. But as much as she tried to rationalise what was happening, it felt wrong.

“Thank you. I’m afraid there won’t be any notice period as you’re being dismissed from Hokthorn for gross negligence. But you may be called to answer questions as part of an enquiry. Are your address and home phone number up to date?”

Jessica nodded.

“Good. Now, I just need you to agree to this declaration.”

A document was shoved under her nose. Jessica skimmed the words. It was asking her to agree to the termination of her employment and stated all the share options she held were now null and void.

Once she had signed the paper, Jessica stood abruptly. She didn’t want to attend her own funeral any longer. “Are we done?” Her words were edged with an undertone of fear that she hoped no one else would notice. She wasn’t sure if it was because of what had happened over the last fortnight, but, for some reason, she was struggling with a deepening foreboding.

“Please sit,” Mrs Kapoor said with twisted charm and another icicle smile. “We are done, but you’re not. Please stay seated.”

Jessica sighed and sat back down. Everyone else left the room. After a minute, a man and a woman entered.

“Jessica Cox, I’m Adrian Chapman from the Serious Fraud Office.” The man didn’t offer his hand, nor did he introduce the female colleague who was with him.

She‘d thought she had just survived the worst couple of weeks of her life, but apparently something else was about to slam her in the chest. “What’s this about?” she asked, but it was obvious—it could only involve fraud of the serious kind.

After the SFO officers sat, Mr Chapman continued while the robot beside him said nothing. “Miss Cox, it’s about insider trading and market manipulation.”

“I’ve not been involved with any—” Shit. A thought occurred to her.

Mr Chapman leaned forward and tilted his head. “Go ahead, please finish.”

“Well, I sold most of my share options just before we had the problem with the update. You see, I was thinking about resigning and taking a career break. But I don’t see how—”

“We are aware of those transactions. But that’s not the whole problem.”

“What is then?” She twisted her hands in each other where she sat. She was petrified to the point she found it hard to breathe.

“The difficulty is…” He paused as if on a talent show waiting to announce the winning act. “The shares you hold from your previous employer.”

Mr Chapman was now watching her intensely. If his eyes were hands, every part of her body would have been violated.

“My… What?”

“Yes. You worked for Genism Systems, right?”

“Five years ago. I don’t see—”

“We’ve been informed you hold a considerable number of shares in Genism. Shares now worth three times their original value as the result of the disaster at this company that you may have deliberately caused.”

Jessica blinked and gathered her thoughts. She needed to fight back. “Look, first, I’ve not done anything with those shares. Second, as VP, I take responsibility for the problems we’ve had with our update, but I’ve by no means purposefully caused it.”

Mr Chapman sat back in his chair. “That’s yet to be determined.”

The unreadable android-like woman beside him continued to stare.

The room was silent for an uncomfortable period, forcing Jessica to fill the void. “So, if I haven’t done anything wrong, why are you here?”

“That will depend on the investigation your company is doing. An investigation we are assisting with.” He half smiled, before continuing, “I should have said ex-employer as I understand you were dismissed today.”

Jessica kept her mouth shut. She was desperate to leave, and it was hard not to make a run for the door.

“But, to get to the point, I’m here to inform you that all your financial assets are frozen until the circumstances around what has happened is determined.”

“What do you mean? My bank account is frozen—”

“That is correct, a court order was granted. So please don’t leave the country. We’ll need to ask you more questions as our investigation proceeds.” He slid his chair back and stood. “I suggest you find yourself a lawyer, Miss Cox, if you haven’t already.” He turned and exited the room with his mute shadow following close behind.

Jessica dropped her head into her hands, pushing her fingers into her hair, before letting out a sharp exhale. “I’ve done nothing wrong…”

The door opened again, and Brian’s face appeared. “I’m to escort you out.”

 

THE WALK BACK to her flat hadn’t helped to ease the tension in her chest and, once inside, Jessica paced back and forth, while talking on her hands-free phone. “So there’s no way I can take out any money?” Three of her cards had already been swallowed by a cash machine.

“Sorry, no,” the woman on the line said.

“Do you know when it will be unfrozen?” Jessica’s words were edged with frustration.

“No, ma’am,” the woman told her for the third time. “We don’t have that information. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

Jessica closed her eyes tight and rubbed her temple. “No.”

She hung up and threw the phone across the room. It hit the wall and split into fragments.

“What the hell am I supposed to do? Shit… Calm down,” she told herself.

She went back to pacing. She could think better when letting her body burn off some of the energy blurring her thoughts. “Just get some money to tide you over. But from who?” She tapped her forehead with all four fingers. “Darren. Hell, there’s no one else.”

She went to the broken handset and tried in vain to piece it back together. “That was stupid. God! And I don’t even have any contact numbers.”

Back at her laptop, she mined her emails, social media, and the internet for numbers she thought she might need, writing them down on a small pad. At least she could still email or Skype, but who?

She didn’t have many friends, at least not the sort she could discuss her current predicament with, since they were all work colleagues, except perhaps Chris. Any friends from her childhood and university, she’d simply left behind. All she had was a brother. Her father had passed away five years ago, and she’d last seen her mother in an open coffin at a crematorium a year ago. Her mother had worn a smile fixed in place by embalming fluid. It had been so hard to consider the staged construction as the woman who raised her, and she couldn’t bring herself to pay her final respects at the casket.

Why am I thinking about my mum’s funeral? I don’t want to, not now. Just borrow some money from Darren, assuming he has any. Things will work themselves out once the investigation is done.

 

IT WAS DUSK, and the sky was threatening to rain when the train screeched to a stop at Brimsdown station. Jessica had just enough cash in her purse to get a train ticket to North London, and now she hoped her brother was home. Otherwise, she’d have an impossible journey back. She walked slowly through the station, checking the shadows. Her heels clacked on the platform as she passed the closed ticket office. Some of her tension eased once she was outside.

Jessica hurried along the pavement until she came to its junction with Green Street. It was a street she never wanted to see again. She hated the hypocrisy of the place, which started with its name. Nothing was green here, except for the household rubbish bins. Post-war semi-detached houses filled both sides of the road with the exception of a gap for a few run-down shops and a pub. All along the street, front gardens of the houses had been covered with concrete slabs to make parking spaces.

The Jade Garden Chinese restaurant was on her right as she turned the corner. It also wasn’t anything like its name. A “To Let” sign was visible in its large window. Someone had graffitied an “i” between the two words.

Her steps faltered as a shoeboxed memory tried to wriggle its way to the front. After what had happened in the restaurant, the smell of Chinese food still made her want to throw up.

She lowered her head briefly, before raising it again and crossing the road.

This had always been an area where people lived by abusing the benefits system and bending the law. Here, the sun didn’t lift off the morning’s paper, and, as a teenager, Jessica was forced by circumstance to rub shoulders with thugs, drug addicts, and alcoholics who thought they were God’s gift to women, boasting about their sexual prowess at every opportunity. She was always polite to them, not because she wanted to be, but because she was afraid. One evening, her fear had become reality in the cruellest way. She didn’t want to think about that day and pressed on.

In front of her was the home where her parents had moved twenty years ago. Now, she was back. Back because her brother had never left, staying put even after their mother died of lung cancer. Jessica had wanted to sell the semi-detached house and forget about every particle of the place, but Darren wouldn’t budge, oblivious to her need to forget. He had all he wanted in life: Sky TV, a pub across the street, a betting shop a few doors down, and an Indian takeaway around the corner.

When the doorbell didn’t make a sound, Jessica stabbed at the letterbox, causing the metal flap to snap back with a clapping noise. She repeated the action three times, before yelling through the gap. “Darren, it’s Jessica!”

There was no answer.

Light was visible from the front room window, and she squeezed around a dirty old Saab convertible with its roof covered in a blue tarpaulin. It looked like it hadn’t been driven in months and areas of the black bodywork were green with algae. She walked around it, banging her shin on the tow bar of the car.

“Fuck!” She rubbed the bruised area, before heading to the window. After rapping on the glass, she could still see no movement through the nicotine-stained lace drapes.

The neighbour’s door opened. “He’ll be in the pub,” an old woman said, waving her hand jerkily towards the Black Horse tavern across the road.

After a nod, Jessica turned and crossed the street. All the cells in her body told her she should stay away but, with no other choice, she forced herself to enter the rundown public house.

All eyes were on her as she walked inside, looking her up and down, before returning to their pints of beer. Her brother beckoned her over and patted the stool next to him at the bar. “Long time no see. So, what brings you here?”

“I need to talk to you about something.” She was glad she had changed from her business suit into jeans and a thick navy sweater; this was not the place to look professional. She kept her handbag on her lap and was about to reach for her purse when she remembered she had no way to pay.

“You could have just phoned. Oh, yes, I remember, you don’t do that,” Darren said.

“Look, I’m sorry. I actually don’t have a phone right now.” She looked at his face; he had aged a lot over the past few years. “Can you get me a Diet Coke? I can’t pay.”

“Okay, sure, coming up.” His tone was jovial, and Jessica suspected he had already put a few pints away. Darren waved the bartender over. “Mel, a Diet Coke for my sister.”

The bartender looked like the type of person a prison warden wouldn’t confront, and she served the drink without any camaraderie.

Jessica said nothing until after she had a sip of her Coke. “Darren, I’m a bit stuck. A problem at work caused my bank account and cards to be frozen. It will clear up in a week or so, but, until then—” She paused, having to swallow more than her pride, before asking, “I was wondering if you could lend me some money?”

“So, my sister, with her job in the City, needs money from me? What’s wrong? Spent it all on prosecco?” He laughed and called to the bartender, “Mel, do you have any prosecco for my sister?” The woman didn’t hear him over the din, or perhaps she just ignored him.

“Darren, I just need some money for the next couple of weeks. There was a big problem at work and—”

“Listen,” he said, interrupting her. “You think you have problems.” He pointed across the bar. “You see that woman, there, sitting with that asshole?”

Jessica sighed and glanced in the direction of his chubby finger. There was only one female customer other than her in the place, so she wasn’t hard to spot. “With the man with greying hair?”

“Yes.” He leaned close. “She’s my girlfriend, and that’s Greg, her husband.”

Jessica frowned.

“He suspects something’s going on between us, and now she has given me the shoulder. What the fuck am I supposed to do? He’s a complete snake in the grass, but she won’t leave him because he’s minted.” Darren finished his pint and ordered another while bemoaning his situation.

Jessica found it hard to empathise. She was here to get his help, not listen to his half-cut ramblings about what sounded like a sordid affair.

Then she saw him, sitting at the other end of the bar. She should have known the bastard would still live here. She needed to leave and leave now.

She put her hand on her brother’s arm. “Please, let’s go.”

Darren hadn’t heard her. His mouth was twisted into an enraged grimace.

“Please don’t have any more.” Her tone belayed her desperation. “I need to talk to you about our options. Maybe you can get a small loan against the house for me.”

Still, he ignored her. Jessica tracked Darren’s gaze to see him watching his “girlfriend” kissing her husband.

“I’m going home,” he announced. “And you should go to yours.” Darren slipped off his perch, before sauntering to the exit.

Outside, Jessica hurried after him but had to wait for two cars to pass before crossing the street. By the time she caught up, he was already inside and had latched the door.

“Darren!” She banged on the door. “Come on, please. God damn it! I can’t even get home!” After a few more attempts to be let in, she checked her watch. It was close to eleven. “I bet the slob is in a drunken sleep on the sofa. Hell,” Jessica mumbled to herself, leaning against the old car in the drive.

She tugged the cuffs of her sleeves down over her hands to keep them warm. I can walk home. But it’s twelve miles.

She left the short drive and took a single step onto the pavement when she saw him. From his staggering gait, it was clear he was drunk. She slowly backtracked and ducked behind the old Saab. Her fingers curled into fists, and her heart raced with fear. There was no way she wanted to face him. She tried the door of the car. It was unlocked and creaked open. She quickly slid in. Through the driver’s window, she could just make out the evil fuck who had nearly killed her and Myra.

He fumbled with his keys at a parked car and got in. After what seemed like an eternity, he slowly drove off. The headlights of his car turned on when he was some distance beyond the level crossing.

“God. I should’ve never have come here.” Afraid, she didn’t move, still waiting, and unsure of what to do.

Perhaps half an hour went by before Jessica managed to calm down and suppress the spectre from her past.

A thought occurred to her, and she reached up to fold down the car’s sun visor. A key fell to the floor, and she groped in the dark to find it.

“Why does this car stink of damp?” she whispered. But the real question was will it start?

The engine barely cranked over before the lights on the dashboard went black. She tapped the accelerator. “I must have used up all my shitty luck today. Come on, stinky car.” She knew the words wouldn’t help, but they couldn’t hurt. “Start!” She twisted the key. After the second crank, it sputtered to life.

Without hesitating, she reversed into the street. But as she passed the brick posts, marking the drive’s entrance, the tarpaulin caught and was ripped off, leaving it behind.

She sped along the empty, grey street. The only light came from the dim tungsten headlights of the Saab. She was pleased with her first success of the day and maxed the heating settings. She considered turning on the radio but suspected it was tempting fate. Her day had been one disaster after another, but at least now she could get home. I’ll have to find Megan and ask her to help. No choice now—I should’ve done that first. Why is my thinking so screwed up?

“Shit. Fuel…” She checked the gauge, almost full. “Wow!” She turned the radio on and tuned into Radio One, happy for anything that seemed normal. Her mood dissipated when she remembered she was broke, had no insurance, and you can’t eat a tank of petrol. She was so hungry. I’ll just get back to the flat. I can live off pasta and stay put.

Only five minutes had passed when the passenger side front tyre blew out.

“Piece of shit car!” Jessica screamed. “Kill me now, already! This is too much! I’ve not walked under a ladder, run over a black cat, or broken a mirror, so what is it with this day?”

It had started to rain, and she drove the lame car into a closed service station to the sound of the rubber flapping around a rim. Why is this happening to me? She got out and found that, in the boot, the spare was in good condition. Lifting and yanking, she was able to pull the wheel out. She knew how to change a tyre. Her father had shown her how to do many things before he died. It was odd she was thinking about him. It was something she rarely did. First, my mother, then my brother, then Megan, and now my father. And none of them are here to help me!

The rain was starting to soak through her jumper. She hurried to position the jack, but it was hard to see with only streetlights that seemed to emit shadows instead of illumination.

Jessica managed to loosen three of the lug nuts, but the last wouldn’t budge. Using all her strength, she shoved at the tyre arm, but it slipped off, causing her hand to slam into the lip of the wheel rim and scraping the skin off two of her knuckles.

“Fuck!” She slapped her hand over her bleeding wound and got back into the car. She had seen a pack of tissues in the glove box and used them now to cover her injury.

A lump formed in her throat. The universe was out to destroy her, but she’d done nothing wrong.

Unable to cope with any more of tonight, she crawled into the back seat and yanked a musty tartan blanket over herself. She wanted to cry, but, somewhere, as she had transitioned to adulthood, she’d forgotten how. Her head felt waterlogged, and her breathing was shallow and fast. Most of all, she was afraid and didn’t want to move.

Tired and hungry, she listened to the rain on the car’s canvas roof leaking onto the passenger seat. There was an inch-wide gap where the left clasp for the convertible’s top was broken, allowing in a steady trickle. She pulled the blanket over her head and, with her knees close to her chest, she fell asleep.




Chapter Three

JESSICA WOKE TO tapping on the driver’s window. Not sure where she was, it took a minute for her mind to replay the sequence of events that had taken her to the here and now. She folded the driver’s seat forward, yanked the door handle, and climbed out of the old Saab.

“You can’t stay here,” a rotund man in a hi-vis jacket told her.

“I have a flat tyre.”

“Let me guess, you don’t know how to change it,” the man sneered.

Jessica ignored him and fitted the tyre arm onto the same bolt she’d struggled with last night. She stood on the wrench and was finally able to loosen the nut.

“Do you need help?” the man asked, his tone having flipped to friendly.

She continued to ignore him, and he wandered off to the service station.

When the tyre was changed, she checked her watch. It was after eight in the morning. All she wanted was to be at home on the sofa with her duvet wrapped around her.

Home… Is it really my home? On the few occasions her girlfriend had stayed over, Megan had commented on the fact that Jessica’s flat felt like a hotel room. Megan was her opposite, and the attraction hadn’t lasted. When they had split up a couple of years ago, Megan had moved to Edinburgh to do a doctorate in European history.

Jessica shook her head; she had been sitting in the driver’s seat, staring off into middle space while thinking about the past. Just get back and Skype Megan. God, I really need a coffee. She started the engine and drove twenty minutes to her flat in the Docklands.

Once there, she parked in her reserved space and entered the four-storey glass and brick building, which was wedged between others and surrounded by waterways and a marina.

Inside, Jessica came to a shuddering stop and ducked back into the stairwell. A man, a woman, and two police officers stood outside her door.

With her back against the wall, she could hear the voice of Adrian Chapman from the Serious Fraud Office.

“Officer, break the lock,” Adrian ordered.

Shit, they must have a warrant! If they have that then… They’ve come to arrest me!

Her brain raced. Should she turn herself in and hope she would be proven innocent or run and make time so she could talk to Chris and find out what the hell had happened? The more she thought about it, the more she suspected someone had set her up. Events had been too perfectly timed for it to be a simple software bug. She needed a fucking phone to find out what had been done to the systems and who had orchestrated her downfall.

She slid along the wall, withdrawing on quiet footsteps. When the staircase turned a corner, she leapt down the steps, three at a time, and raced out of the building back to her brother’s skip-on-wheels.

Minutes later, she had joined the A12 to head north out of London. Her thoughts were a muddy grey mess, and the best she could come up with was to drive to Edinburgh. Megan will help, if she still lives there. They had parted with slings and arrows, and Jessica wasn’t sure Megan would actually help, but she desperately hoped so.

 

ANNA STOOD AT the bottom of the stairs. “Abbie, come down, breakfast is ready! I won’t call again!” Anna yelled.
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