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Ile des Singes Noirs, Seychelles, 1990


It was over now. From the room beyond the bolted double doors Arisha could hear Liz shrieking and wailing. She turned away in fright, biting her lip and wiping the tears that came to her eyes. She walked shakily through the cool, wood-lined passage with its rattling, antiquated air-conditioning unit, along to the gloomy, intricately carved staircase, then down to the hall and out. Through the open front doors and into the smothering heat. She needed time to think, but on the wide veranda the raw sunlight made her stagger. She leaned on the balustrade and took deep breaths of the insufferable, humid air, heavy with the stench of rotting fruit. There were parrots screeching from the treeline – or was it the monkeys, the filthy black monkeys that gave the place its name? She could still hear the screaming in the room above, so she put her hands over her ears and stared out towards the dock and the shimmering sea – a picture-postcard image of tropical paradise.


She hated it. She had hated it from the first day they had been forced to come here – it was too hot, too muggy, everything rotting and riddled with mould. The sea looked inviting, but it was full of tiny stinging jellyfish, the beach hid bugs that burrowed into your skin and laid eggs, the jungle was alive with frogs so toxic you would choke just from touching their skin. There was nowhere here that you could be comfortable. She spent the day drenched in sweat, with a permanent headache. But now they would have to leave. The child was dead. This place had killed it.


When the howling stopped, Liz was going to shout for her, she knew that. She was going to get the blame. It wasn’t her fault, but Liz Wellbeck would need to blame someone else – that was the way it always was with her. Arisha walked carefully down the six, creaking steps on to the compacted red earth of the clearing in front of the house, then kept going, towards the dock, shading her eyes from the sun. She had left her sunglasses by her bed, but her room was right next to the one Liz was in, so she wasn’t going back for them. She had a wide-brimmed straw hat on, but only a tight pair of white shorts, a T-shirt and sandals. She could feel the sun burning her skin as soon as she stepped into it.


She needed Maxim. She needed him to reassure her. A sob caught in her throat. She had treated the baby as her own, whispered in its ear that it would be safe, that she loved it. A baby girl – a bright, alert, thirteen-month-old. Arisha had fallen for her the moment Maxim had first placed her into her arms. She had held her to her chest and smiled at her and felt her tiny heart beating through their bodies. She had marvelled at the luxurious, thick, jet-black, curly hair – so clean and wonderful that she had pushed her nose into it and smelled it. The little girl’s eyes had been a startling deep blue and she had looked at her with a wide-open, innocent interest that at first, because of what they were doing, had made Arisha want to cry. So trusting, so helpless, so dependent. She hadn’t a clue what was happening to her. Until Arisha had her in her arms and was holding her miniature fingers, looking into her eyes and talking softly, until she had experienced that sudden swelling feeling in her heart as the baby grinned at her and she saw her four, delicate milk teeth – until right then, Arisha had no idea just how much she loved babies, no idea at all.


The girl could walk a little – a few hesitant steps before she fell back on to all fours. She could mutter or shout a few unintelligible words, things her own mother would have immediately understood, perhaps. But mainly she had been reliant on Arisha to get her to where she wanted to go, to place into her hands the objects that interested her. And Arisha had slipped into the role effortlessly. The journey on the plane had worked so well – Arisha completely focused on the baby’s needs and responses. It seemed like a dream now.


Children had short memories. Maxim said they could flourish like weeds, adapting, moving on, taking whatever they needed from wherever they could get it, just as he had. And it was true. Arisha had felt a pang of loss – even though it was what they wanted to happen – because the child had warmed to Liz almost immediately. As if able to sense that really Arisha counted for nothing, could guarantee nothing. She was just the delivery girl. It was Liz the baby needed to bond with, Liz who would provide.


And Liz had been surprisingly affectionate. Elizabeth Wellbeck-Eaton liked to say that she was half Russian, with a Russian mother’s instincts. Her own mother had been an émigrée, something aristocratic and titled, from the Tsarist époque, but that counted for nothing in modern Russia – she spoke Russian, sure, but she understood nothing of what it meant to be from that shithole. The reality was that she was an American, and had lived her entire thirty years in the lap of absolute excess. Despite that, until this moment Arisha had thought there was something emotionally broken in her. In the year she had been working for Liz she had never seen her cry, rarely seen her laugh. Liz was fastidious to an extreme, control obsessed, a difficult person to please or work for. In private she spoke derisively of her friends, had a fraught relationship with her father and brother, viewed her husband – Freddie Eaton – with undisguised contempt. She spent over an hour each morning dressing and decorating herself, with the assistance of two or three staff – in the Paris house, at least, not here, because the staff had been left behind when they came here, along with everything else, in order to keep this whole thing secret. Arisha had assumed Liz would be useless with a child, that she wouldn’t have a clue. But she had behaved immediately like the baby really was hers, holding her close, rocking her, talking quietly, taking over everything Arisha had been doing, even the changing. The baby had brought Liz to life. Against all odds, it had worked.


Arisha had watched with astonishment. And for a while she had really believed that the baby would be safe, that the monstrous thing she and Maxim had done together – stolen a baby – could actually, in the end, have been a good thing. They had given a desperate woman a child, and the child would be happy. After all, her new mother was one of the richest women on the planet. What could go wrong?


They had been here a week when the symptoms started. Some standard flu the parrots caught and survived each year – that’s what the doctor had said – ‘nothing to worry about’. But it had lingered and got worse, overwhelming the child’s immature immune system, filling her lungs with bright green, infected mucus. Today she had gone from a cough and a runny nose to blue lips and breathing difficulties in less than four hours. They had sent someone in the seaplane to get the doctor again, but it was a three-and-a-half-hour flight to the big island, and now it was too late.


The place was only fit for the monkeys, the precious, stinking monkeys Liz was in love with, trying to save them from extinction or whatever – her little pet project, prior to the baby. That would change now, Arisha guessed. Liz could shift loyalties as she could change clothing. Everything Arisha had been taught as a child was true, even the crude communist slogans – rich people were degenerate, self-serving, immoral, they had no allegiance to anything but themselves.


As she reached the slope down to the dock she saw with relief that Maxim was already running towards her, coming from the boat. He too had a pair of shorts on, though longer than her own and baggy with pockets, no doubt stuffed with ammunition and cigarettes. His legs, chest, head and feet were bare – but he had tanned within days of getting here. No matter how careful she was, that didn’t happen to her skin. She was too pale, too freckly, her hair naturally a light red. It had been long, beautiful – almost down to her waist – but she had cut it and dyed it an ugly brown the day they got to Paris with the baby, because Maxim had told her to, because that was part of his plan – so that now it wasn’t even long enough to shade her neck from the sun. His blond hair – growing longer now he was out of the military – had bleached almost white, because he swam and stood in the sun every day, despite the jellyfish and bugs and the danger of heatstroke. He was loving every minute of this place. He thought it was paradise.


She started to run towards him and had a fleeting fantasy that they would both just turn around, get in the boat and sail away from it all. He stopped when he saw her and shouted something, but she couldn’t hear for the birds and monkeys. The parrots were very near her, off to her right. She could hear their wings thrashing the air as they took off in alarm. Maxim glanced at them, distracted. ‘What’s happening?’ he yelled, and she heard this time. He had the gun in his hands. While they were here he was in charge of security for the Wellbeck-Eatons, which meant he was never without some gun or other. There was a constant danger of kidnap, he said. She waved her arms at him, slowed down, then suddenly started to really cry. As she got to him he grabbed her by the shoulder with one hand, his face intense with concentration and worry. ‘What’s happened, Arisha? Tell me what’s going on.’ He spoke Russian with her, as they always did when alone. She leaned her head against his chest, smelling his sweat, feeling it damp against her cheek, catching her breath and telling him at the same time, ‘The baby died … I think the baby died …’


‘Jesus Christ.’ She could feel him tightening up. ‘Are you sure?’


She could hear the fear in his voice. She wanted him to put his arms around her, to hug her, but he was on edge now.


‘I thought it might be someone attacking Liz,’ he muttered. ‘She’s screaming like an animal …’


‘The little girl, Max … the little girl …’


He pulled her into him now, ran a hand across her hair. ‘We have to be calm,’ he said, trying to control his voice, to be gentle with her. ‘It’s a terrible thing. But it wasn’t your fault. If we had a child we would never bring her to a place like this. That was her decision. Not ours. If it had been her own natural child she would never have brought it to this place. She’s not fit to have children. She’s a fucking idiot …’


‘The child hurt nobody … she was only thirteen months old …’


He tilted her head up, so that she was looking at him. ‘The child is safe,’ he said quietly. ‘Wherever she is now, she’s safe. No more pain.’ He frowned at her. ‘We have to think of us now, not the child. We have to be very careful. Remember where we are, remember what we’ve done. Don’t think about the child. You need to get back up there and be there for her. She’s shouting for you.’


‘I can’t stand this, Max. I can’t take any more of it …’


‘Don’t be stupid. You want to go back to Russia? You want that life again?’ He lifted her chin so that she was looking into his eyes. He was twenty-one, a year older than her, but over a foot taller, with a lean body, stripped of fat during his recent spell in Afghanistan. He was about to say something else, maybe something kinder, but then something caught his attention from behind her. ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘She’s coming down here …’


Arisha turned and looked. Liz Wellbeck was on the path, stumbling towards them, weeping uncontrollably, shouting Arisha’s name. She was in a shabby, soiled dressing gown, her hair matted and stuck across her face, her eyes black pools of smudged mascara that had run down her cheeks like clown paint. There was something in her arms, a bundle.


‘She’s got the little girl with her,’ Maxim hissed. ‘Are you sure she’s dead? Are you sure?’


She wasn’t sure of anything, but she couldn’t do anything but go to her now. They both began to run back up the path, pretending they had only just realised what was happening. As they reached Liz she fell forward so that Maxim had to catch her by the arms and brace her against himself. Arisha gasped. Liz was holding the baby in a silk blanket. She could see its tiny white hands, the curly black hair, the little closed eyes, the skin grey and loose, all its features fixed and wax-like – as if it were a bizarre, macabre doll, a replica of a dead baby. It didn’t look like the child she remembered from the plane journey. She started to tremble, holding her hands to her mouth.


‘Get off me!’ Liz spat at Maxim. ‘Get your hands off me.’ She pushed herself away. She was on one knee, shielding the bundle from him. ‘You did this,’ she hissed, in Russian. ‘You killed her …’ Her eyes were fierce, but they quickly dimmed as she collapsed on to the path. She started to rock the dead baby, the tears streaming from her eyes, her mouth twisted in an awful grimace of anguish. ‘My baby’s dead,’ she screamed. ‘My little baby is dead …’
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London, Saturday, 14 April 2012


Even from fifty feet back in the queue, Tom Lomax could see that the security presence was unusual. There were at least six guys on the gate and they weren’t doing anything but looking at the people going through. They were all wearing sunglasses and smart, dark suits, standing like people who were carrying guns, hands hanging loose and ready, jackets open. He smiled to himself. It was part of the circus, he assumed – the celebrity spectacular that had brought them all here.


He was holding his son’s hand, waiting to get into the place which presently served as the football ground for Hatton FC, a struggling county league club that probably gated about five hundred supporters on a good day. As far as he could see, the ground consisted of a row of scrappy fields bordering the south-eastern tip of Heathrow Airport. The planes came over low and loud every fifty seconds. But today would be a bumper day for the club. Over a wire fence to his right he could see a couple of thousand people already inside, groups of kids running around while they waited for the event to get under way.


It was too warm for the leather jacket he was wearing. ‘You can take your fleece off,’ he said to Jamie. ‘I’ll hang on to it for you.’ But right then a jumbo came in, drowning everything. Jamie, seven years old, put his hands over his ears. From where Tom was standing there was a row of houses blocking his view of the south runway, but from the height of the jet it couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards away.


He checked his watch again. Almost one o’clock. He had to have Jamie back with his mother by three. Half-term was just ending, but Sally had got Jamie an extra week and booked a holiday in Spain for them in the only week she could get off from work. She and Jamie were flying out at six that evening. But Alex – Tom’s closest friend – had told Jamie about this ‘unmissable’ event, and so here they were, rushing to fit it in. Both Alex and his son – Garth – were meant to be with them, but Garth had pulled a muscle in his ankle the evening before and couldn’t walk, so now Tom and Jamie were going alone.


They were here not to watch Hatton play, but because a premiership striker was doing an appearance, proceeds to some charity. Someone called Dimitri Barsukov had apparently set up and paid for the striker’s visit, because Barsukov had some connection to the club, either owned it, or wanted to own it – most likely in order to buy the land from under them, according to Alex (and Alex would know about such things). Hence the muscle – to protect the celeb striker. Or so Tom imagined until he heard them speak. As he went past them, through the gates and into the ground – begrudgingly handing over his twenty on the way – he noticed they were speaking some Eastern Bloc language – possibly Russian – which meant they were probably here for Barsukov, not for the striker – the striker was from Merseyside. Tom’s hand went to the stiff envelope in his inside jacket pocket and his mind turned over the little sequence of events that had brought him here. He began to worry.


He was meant to serve the envelope on the Russian, on Barsukov. Alex had persuaded him to do it. There was some kind of legal document inside, a writ, most probably. Tom hadn’t looked. The only info he’d been given was that Barsukov was careful and other methods had failed. He had no idea who was behind it, who needed it served. Over the last six months there had been seven or eight of these jobs, all simple enough. Alex worked for Glynn Powell, a ‘west London businessman’, as he put it, one that Tom had first come across during his seven years in the Met, under a less benign description. Back then he wouldn’t have taken Glynn Powell’s hand to spit on it. But that world had been turned on its head three years ago. These days he took what he could get.


‘Just a straightforward service job,’ Alex had said. ‘Just walk up to Barsukov and give him the envelope. He’ll be there with his kid. Just like you.’ For which Tom would get the usual fee. ‘Jamie won’t even see what you’re doing, mate,’ Alex had added. ‘He’ll be watching his hero – the great striker. Come on. I’d do it myself if Garth weren’t crippled.’


Alex had given him a photo of Barsukov – cut out of a gossip magazine – and told him to expect a guy standing inconspicuously with the other fathers, waiting for an autograph. Now that he was here, Tom thought the reality was that it seemed unlikely he would even be able to get near Barsukov.


The star attraction was late, so Tom led Jamie slowly towards the pitch, where the striker was scheduled to give a lesson of some sort to some hand-picked kids from a school in Bedfont. Perhaps a lesson in speaking unintelligible Scouse. Tom wasn’t much into football, never had been. He suspected Jamie was only interested because of Garth. Most times Jamie tried to play he ended up with a fat lip, in tears. He was better at more thoughtful things – drawing, reading, maths. Tom was thinking that he was going to end up disappointed today, because it was unlikely, given the absence of tiered seating, that they would even get a glimpse of the striker. He picked Jamie up and sat him on his shoulders, and just at that point caught sight of Barsukov.


He was a short, squat man, with a big, flat nose, bald. In his mid-fifties, perhaps. Easy to recognise from the photo. He didn’t have a kid with him, but was walking casually around the back of the crowd gathered at the pitch, talking to a fat guy in a tracksuit. The nearest of his minders was a good ten feet behind, talking into his earpiece mic. All very relaxed. He was about thirty feet from Tom and Jamie, coming towards them.


As Tom watched, a couple of kids ran up to the Russian, holding out pieces of paper and pens. They were after his autograph. The patron saint of Hatton FC. The minder didn’t react. Barsukov stooped to the kids’ level and spoke to them, smiling. Then he signed their brochures as if to the manner born.


It all looked too easy. So why not try? Tom started to walk towards him, Jamie still on his shoulders. As he drew near the guard was still way behind, still occupied. All safe. He told Jamie to hang on and took the envelope and a pen from his pocket. He held the envelope and the pen towards Barsukov. The man smiled up at Jamie, then said, ‘I’m not him, you know.’ Meaning the striker. His accent was obvious. ‘He’s a bit taller than me,’ he added. It was a joke, so Jamie laughed politely.


‘You’re Dimitri Barsukov, right?’ Tom asked, just to check. By now Barsukov had taken the envelope and was reaching for the pen.


‘I am,’ he said, still smiling. The man at his side, in the tracksuit, was smiling too. Everyone was smiling. Tom put the pen back in his pocket. ‘Sorry,’ he said. He pointed at the envelope. ‘That’s court papers, Mr Barsukov. You’re served.’ He turned to leave as Barsukov’s face dropped.


The blow came out of the blue, from behind him, knocking him forwards so that he started to fall with Jamie hanging on to his hair. As he went down, he felt Jamie coming off him and tried to get his hands up to catch him, but by then Barsukov was right in front of him, swinging at his face. He had looked solid, Tom recalled, as the first blow landed. Damn right. He had a punch like a sledgehammer. Tom took two of them and hit the ground, sprawled on his side, little pinpoints of light swirling through his eyes. He heard Jamie shouting something, but as he turned to get up someone else stamped on his head, very hard, knocking him down again and momentarily blacking out his vision. He shielded his head and managed to get into a sitting position, then on to his knees. There was shouting all around him now, men running to intervene. He could see a face peering down at him, mouthing words. One of the security guards. Then Barsukov’s voice telling everyone to get off him, to leave him alone, speaking in English. A huge shadow appeared in the sky, moving rapidly. Another 747, but for an instant Tom couldn’t even hear it.


He got to his feet and saw Jamie being held by one of the guards. He was staring in complete panic at his dad, a hand extended towards him, shouting something. Tom’s hearing returned. He moved towards Jamie as Barsukov shouted some instruction and the guard released him. Tom got to him and put his arms around him. He could hear Barsukov trying to calm things, shouting that everything was a mistake.


‘Are you all right, Jamie?’ Tom asked, his ears ringing. Jamie began to shake and cry. Tom started to check him, but then someone was pulling at his shoulder. He turned to find Barsukov leaning towards him, breath reeking of garlic, pushing the envelope back into his pocket, a big smile on his face. ‘A mistake. A mistake,’ he was saying, for the benefit of the crowd that had gathered. ‘I’m sorry.’ His face came very close to Tom. ‘If I ever see you again,’ he hissed, ‘I’ll break your kid’s neck.’
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Forty minutes later Tom was standing on Sally’s doorstep listening to a tirade of criticism. He took it in silence, with his head down. He was average height at five nine; Sally was two years younger than him and short, five inches shorter, in fact. But she had a fearless temper. Since she’d become ‘a single mum’ she’d gone through a bit of a Sarah Connor phase, running, doing weights, putting muscle on and wearing clothes that would show it. Terminator mum. Right now she looked like she might take a swing at him. It wouldn’t be the first time, and he was sore enough already, so he kept well back, hung his head and waited.


Jamie stood behind his mum – where she’d pushed him to shield him from his father. He had cried all the way back in the car. Not because they were peremptorily ejected from the grounds and he didn’t get to see the striker, but because he had thought his dad was going to be hurt. ‘I thought they were going to kill you, Dad,’ he snivelled into Tom’s shoulder, once they got back to the car. ‘I was really scared they were going to kill you.’ He was shaking like a leaf.


Tom hadn’t known what to say. He hugged Jamie and apologised over and over again. It was pure luck he was unhurt. Barsukov hadn’t given a shit that he had a kid on his shoulders. But then, Tom hadn’t shown much concern himself when he’d walked up to him with Jamie sitting there. What had he been thinking of? He hadn’t been thinking at all.


‘You’re a fuckhead,’ Sally yelled up at him, with classic eloquence. ‘Pure and simple. You’re a complete and utter fuck.’ It was true. He didn’t deserve time with Jamie. Etc. Etc. Everything she was saying was correct.


Once she was done and the door slammed in his face Tom walked miserably back to the car. The kick to the head had broken a tooth. He’d felt it in his mouth, but hadn’t spat it out, so thought he might have swallowed it. The gap wasn’t sore yet, just jagged against his tongue. As he was using the rear-view mirror to look at the steadily growing bruise across the left side of his face, his mobile rang.


He ignored it, instead getting out the envelope Barsukov had stuffed back in his pocket. He hadn’t even bothered to open it. Alex had some explaining to do. Tom would return the envelope and demand an explanation. He tore it across and pulled out a single folded sheet of thick paper. His phone beeped to indicate a text had come in. He got it up with one hand and used the other to unfold the sheet of paper. It was blank. He turned it over. There was a single sentence written in the middle of the page: ‘Introducing Tom Lomax, as requested.’


He was totally thrown. Some scheme between Glynn Powell and Barsukov? Some stupid joke? At any rate something had gone wrong. Had Alex screwed up the communications, telling him it was court papers? Instead, for some reason, he was meant to have met Barsukov? But what was that about?


He threw the paper on to the passenger seat and looked at his phone. There was a text from someone signing off as David Simmons. He said he was outside Tom’s house, waiting for him, wanting to talk urgently. Tom had never heard of him, but was irritated he was outside his house. He had hired a six-by-six box in Hounslow precisely so that there would be some separation between his home address, also in Hounslow, and the working world. The working world was full of middle-tier criminals wanting information on rivals, Glynn Powell included. David Simmons was probably another. He didn’t want that shit at home.


Fifteen minutes later, as he pulled the car on to the driveway of his semi, he saw that the man was actually waiting on his doorstep, right on his doorstep, sitting there. That was annoying, but as Tom got out and Simmons came over, Tom saw that he had to be about sixty, if not older. The anger started to dissipate. Simmons was harmless, stooped and thin, wearing a tailored grey suit, with a shirt and tie, his face clean-shaven. He had a smart briefcase and polished black brogues. He didn’t look like the usual client. ‘David Simmons,’ he said, introducing himself. ‘I’m a solicitor. You’re Tom Lomax?’


‘Yes,’ Tom said, heart sinking, thinking now that it had to be some new maintenance demand from Sally. ‘How did you find my home address?’


‘We called someone and asked them for the information.’ He said it as if to say, ‘obviously’. ‘You are Tom Lomax, the detective constable? DC Lomax, of the Metropolitan Police?’ he asked.


‘Not any more,’ Tom said, curious now. ‘I quit that.’


Simmons considered this for a moment. Definitely not sent by Sally, then. Tom watched the grey eyes take in the bruise on his face, the blood on his T-shirt and jacket.


‘It’s been a bit of a hard day,’ Tom said. That would have to be explanation enough. ‘I’m no longer a policeman,’ he repeated. ‘Does that change things, or is there something I can help you with – since you’re here, standing on my driveway?’


‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’


‘Not in my house.’


‘How about your car, then?’ Simmons asked, as if he were cracking a joke.


‘I usually speak to people at the office. That’s what it’s for.’


‘I haven’t time for that.’ Simmons lowered his voice and started to mutter something about his ‘principal’.


‘Your principal?’ Tom asked.


‘Yes. I’m here on her behalf. Her name is Sara Eaton. Have you heard of her?’


Tom shook his head. His face was beginning to throb now. He needed painkillers.


‘Have you heard of Elizabeth Wellbeck? Or Freddie Eaton?’


‘Should I have?’


Simmons started telling him about the Wellbeck-Eaton family. Sara Eaton was part of it, Freddie was her father, Liz her mother. Simmons made it sound like a dynasty. They were big in this and that, had a lot of cash and so on. He phrased it all very delicately, but Tom got the idea. ‘I’m here on behalf of Sara Eaton,’ he said. ‘She wants to meet you.’


‘You mean she wants some work done?’


‘She wants to talk to you, at least. I can take you to her now.’


‘It’s the weekend. She can come to the office on Monday.’


‘That might be difficult. She’s actually in the Seychelles.’


‘The Seychelles? As in … in the Indian Ocean?’


‘That’s right. I have a private jet waiting at an airfield just outside Luton. We can be there in about eighteen hours, if we leave now.’


Tom stared at him with his mouth open. ‘Are you being serious? This is one of Alex’s little jokes, right?’


‘Alex?’


‘You’re being paid by someone, right? You’re filming me?’


Simmons didn’t find that funny. He started to walk past Tom. ‘I’ll wait in my car,’ he said. ‘I’m instructed to offer you five thousand pounds for your time – to fly out to Miss Eaton, meet her and speak to her, spend perhaps two nights maximum at her location in guaranteed comfort, then you will return here by private jet.’ He was on the pavement now. ‘You can think about it for a few minutes then let me know.’
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Seven miles away, in her house in Fulham, Rachel Gower lay curled on her bed with all the curtains drawn and the lights off. Today was the anniversary. Twenty-two years ago, to the day. Outside it was sunny, and the garden was full of flowers and colour, but she didn’t want to see that. She didn’t want to see anything. She wanted to be a blank space, empty of thought, without consciousness. She wanted to dissolve into the bed, become part of it, sink into oblivion until the day was past and gone.


But there was no chance of that. No matter what she did there was no chance of that. So she kept her eyes closed, listened to her heart racing and stammering, felt the panic rising.


She couldn’t stop herself. The memories were there even if she managed to ignore them. They were there constantly, every day of her life, a movie reel that played endlessly in her head, just behind the surface illusion of rationality she wore like a set of clothes. But all the time they were insisting, probing, trying to find a way through. She had to fight it with all her strength, because if they got through they would kill her.


April 14 1990. The anguish was still a raw wound. If she allowed her mind to go there, each trivial memory could trigger a mental collapse that would require hospitalisation, literally. It had happened ten times in the last twenty-two years. On three occasions, in the early years, she had been so desperate that she had self-harmed. In 1998 a kind of cold-blooded insanity had found her plunging her arm into a fire, trying to drive back the endless terrifying scenarios with overwhelming physical pain. She had wanted to push her face into the flames, but that would have killed her, and that was the one thing she was absolutely forbidden. She had to live, survive, be here. Because the event had left her a responsibility, a splinter of hope that bored daily into her sanity – the possibility that Lauren would return. And if that happened – and it could – she had to be alive, she had to be ready.


She had been alone the morning it happened. Roger had worked the night at Barts, so was asleep in the spare room when they got up. She had dressed and fed Lauren herself, without waking him, then Lauren had played on the floor of the bedroom while Rachel herself washed and dressed, turning many times to speak to her. Nothing significant, though she could remember every word. Just normal chatter, a mother to her baby.


They managed to leave the house just after eight. It was a sunny, warm day, hints of spring in the air. The sunlight had picked Rachel’s spirits up, made her feel lighter as they left. That was why she didn’t want to see it now. She had stopped to show Lauren a clump of daffodils growing by the gate. Lauren had reached her hand out, touched the petals and smiled, kicking her legs in excitement as she had when she was only a few months old. So Rachel had picked one and given it to her. The moment, so simple and beautiful in itself – her holding out the flower and Lauren’s hand taking it – was burned into her brain like an image of horror. Over the years it had come to stand for everything. She couldn’t look at a daffodil now without the distress rising in her throat like a physical lump, suffocating her.


After that they got into the car and drove to Belgravia. At the time they were renting an apartment in Clapham and she had driven with Lauren in the baby chair, on the back seat of their Golf, passenger side, so she could turn round and see her, or even reach a hand across if she cried. But Lauren rarely cried. At precisely thirteen months and six days old she was a model baby. Everybody had said it about her. She had thick curly black hair and beautiful blue eyes, a face that wasn’t flabby, unlike many babies of that age that Rachel saw. She looked like her mum, people said. Roger had very light brown hair, brown eyes, but Rachel’s eyes were light blue, and back then her hair had been as dark as Lauren’s. Lauren had only just started walking, hesitantly, but with great enthusiasm. She was intensely interested in exploring her world, and had sussed already that walking would allow her to move more quickly, if she could only get the balance right. She would stumble towards an object – anything was interesting, but animals, especially the neighbour’s pet cat, would make her literally squeal with curiosity – and when she reached it, usually reverting to all fours still, she would look back at Rachel with a massive, proud grin, showing her four perfect, tiny front teeth.


They got into work at just after five past nine and Rachel had carried Lauren straight to the crèche, in a hurry. In January she had started as a junior doctor at the Wellbeck Clinic, in Belgravia, a small but very well-appointed private clinic that specialised in oncology, and particularly in inheritable forms of cancer. It was private medicine – exclusive medicine, actually – which wasn’t what she had ever intended to do, but the years of study had left them with considerable debts, so while Roger was doing the right thing at Barts, Rachel had agreed, for a short time, to take what Elizabeth Wellbeck’s foundation had to offer, which was roughly three times what Roger was earning. The hours were sensible too, with Rachel starting on half-time until Lauren reached eighteen months old. The crèche was within the clinic itself.


Two full-time nursery assistants looked after eleven children belonging to doctors who worked there. Lauren had quickly taken to one of them – a twenty-one-year-old called Lovisa Dahlbacka, who whispered in Swedish to Lauren – and that had made the mornings easy. There had never been any crying or hanging on to Rachel.


This morning had been the same – so that Rachel’s last ever contact with her child had been unthinking, fleeting, void of the significance the moment was to later acquire. Rachel had simply passed Lauren to Lovisa, then bent forward and kissed her on the nose. Lauren, as usual, hadn’t even appeared to notice that this was a transition. She was with Lovisa now. She would see her mummy later. Then Rachel was rushing off, because her first appointment was for nine, and would be waiting.


At three minutes to ten the entire clinic suffered a power cut which lasted nearly fifteen minutes, an event which caused a measure of quiet panic since most of the systems had only limited back-up power. Rachel had just finished her first consultation and for a time she stood in the windowless, darkened corridor outside her cubicle, listening to the running footsteps and voices. Then she decided to go down to the crèche and check on Lauren. There was no real reason to, and by the time she got there the lights were back on.


She entered the crèche at thirteen minutes past ten, according to the wall clock with Mickey Mouse hands, which she looked at as she came in. She found Lovisa absent, but Millie – the other assistant – was fussing over a very young baby, who was crying. She looked for Lauren among the other kids playing on the floor and it took about ten seconds, she calculated, to realise that the reason she couldn’t see her wasn’t because she wasn’t looking properly, but because Lauren wasn’t there.


The sudden, shocking perception of her child’s absence had come to her once previously, when Lauren had crawled off into some shrubs in a friend’s garden, so she knew not to give into it immediately, not to let loose and yell with panic. But that came pretty quickly once she discovered that Millie wasn’t even aware that Lauren was gone.


All the predictable stages of reaction had followed. She could recall them less well now, because they had dragged into months of police enquiries and useless activity and all become blurred together in her (often drugged) recollection. The immediate responses were significant enough – the frantic combing of the corridors near by, then the hospital, then the street outside, before some kind of worse realisation began to set in – but oddly, they weren’t the moments that had stuck clearly in her head. Not like bending down and showing Lauren the daffodil.


She had been living with the truth ever since. Lauren had been snatched. Someone had come in and deliberately removed her from Rachel’s world – possibly arranging the power cut to facilitate this, the police had said, waiting until Millie had run out of the room leaving the kids ‘for just a few seconds’ unprotected. It had taken months to realise, to fully sink in, but around ten minutes past ten on 14 April 1990 Lauren Gower had vanished.


Twenty-two years ago. If alive, Lauren would be twenty-three years old now. If.


They had told her that time alone could heal her, that she would get used to the livid absence at the heart of her life, that the need to live and move on would finally dull the agonising mental trauma. But they had lied. Nothing had changed. Only her limited ability to control her focus, to turn away from it. There was no living with it, and never would be, no accommodation with the horror. All she could do was avert her concentration and hang on. Fill her head with other things. By a sheer effort of will she had to trick herself that she was just like everyone else around her. The normal people. She had to pretend she was one of them.
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Ile des Singes Noirs, Sunday, 15 April 2012, 4.20 p.m.


Sara Eaton sat on the very end of the wooden dock, the letter in her hand, waiting. In front of her, shimmering in the intense afternoon sunlight, stretched the vast, translucent blue of the Indian Ocean, framed in the near distance by the twin horseshoe promontories of the island. The wide bays to either side of her – formed on the inside of the horseshoe – were rimmed with a thin edge of golden beach fringed by the palms and mangoes cascading out of the jungle interior. The view was stunning, and though she had sat here and gazed at it almost every day she had been here, it never failed to inspire, to lift her spirits, to leave her mentally gasping at whatever it was such perfect natural views revealed – something beyond the image, she thought, without being able to articulate it better than that.


Today the sea was extraordinarily calm, the surface utterly unruffled by wind or waves – like a huge azure mirror, reflecting perfectly the rare clumps of high white cumulus. The humidity was uncharacteristically low, making the naked sunlight seem stronger, enough to send the monkeys and parrots into the shade, producing an almost unreal level of silence. Below her, the smaller white motor launch made the only sound she could hear as it moved rhythmically on the imperceptible swell, gently butting against the jetty piers where it was fastened, causing the lines up to the short mast to jingle slightly in their loops.


She wore a yellow, long-sleeved cotton shirt, very loose white trousers and a broad-brimmed white sunhat. The only part of her left exposed was between her trousers, which ended at her knees, and the canvas deck shoes, and she had heavily coated the bare skin with total block. She had learned the hard way what the midday heat could do. Two years ago, just before her nineteenth birthday, she had burned badly, got sunstroke and had to be flown out to the hospital in Victoria, on Mahe, in the Seychelles. Ile des Singes Noirs wasn’t strictly a part of the Seychelles chain, but the facilities on Mahe were the nearest thing to civilisation.


She was waiting for the seaplane to appear. The island was short on modern means of communication – there were no fixed phone lines to the nearest, larger island (which would be Remogos, approximately two hours away, via the launch), no antennas for mobile phones and no signal even if there were one. There was a single satellite phone installation, with an intermittent connection, powered by solar energy, at the farthest end of the island, on a hill. You could drive there on the heavily rutted road in about two hours, using one of the jeeps. She had done that earlier and had called to check the schedule. The plane was on time and on its way, but she was still having to estimate when it would arrive. Transport didn’t work like clockwork out here. She had been on the jetty for an hour now, reading her magazine, or rereading the letter or just sitting staring at the sea.


She turned her attention back to the letter. It troubled her. They sent the seaplane to bring provisions and mail once a week and this had come back with it on Tuesday. It was from her old nanny, Felice Cotte, sent from Paris, where Felice lived, and redirected by the staff in Sara’s London flat. So by the time it got to her it was over two weeks out of date. She read the relevant parts again. Felice had received a letter – an actual written letter, not an email – from Sara’s mother, Liz Wellbeck. This was unusual. For almost two years Liz had been living in a bespoke clinic she had established for herself in Brussels. She was a virtual recluse. Felice had heard nothing from her in over three years when this letter arrived out of the blue.


The letter had reached Felice fourteen days ago, on the first of the month. It was short and written in Liz Wellbeck’s distinctive, near-illegible scrawl – Felice had sent it on to Sara, with a covering letter explaining its origins and indicating that she had subsequently tried to contact Liz at the clinic, without success. Sara read the note again now.


My Dearest Felice. What I did is unforgivable, unspeakable – I can live no longer with the burden of it. I feel a filthy disgust in my heart. I cannot put things right, but I must try to help those I have inflicted with suffering and loss, before it’s all too late. I cannot leave this wretched place, so it is up to Sara now. She needs to contact a man called Tom Lomax, in the Metropolitan Police, in London. He will tell her why. He knows it all. Elizabeth Wellbeck-Eaton.


That was it. Sara had no idea what it meant, what it referred to, or why her mother had not contacted her directly, and while her mother’s mental condition often gave rise to quixotic behaviour, the note had a disturbing tone. She had tried to contact her mother, taking Thursday to fly out to their house in Victoria to use the more reliable communications there, but that had, as usual, drawn a blank. One of her mother’s specialities was an aversion to telephone contact. There would be phone lines into her clinic, no doubt, but Sara didn’t know the numbers. They were secret. She had two mobile numbers for her mum – including an ‘emergency’ number – but on Thursday, at least, they had both been switched off.


Sara hadn’t liked it. But nearly all communications with her mother were odd. It had been that way for half her life, and she had got used to it. She could contact her father, of course, but she knew from past experience what his reaction would be. He would dismiss the note as gibberish, more of her mother’s nonsense. So she decided, in the interim, to locate and speak to this Tom Lomax, whoever he was, before attempting to go to Brussels herself. Perhaps he would be able to explain what her mother had meant. It took only money and staff to arrange a meeting, and she was short of neither of those resources, even here. It would be far easier than flying to Brussels to be told that her mother couldn’t even recall writing the note.


She heard footsteps on the planking behind her and turned to see Janine Mailot walking towards her, carrying two tall glasses. ‘I thought you might need to cool down,’ Janine said in French. She was from Mahe, and spoke the local Creole, plus French and English, but she had been to university in Paris, so usually used French when speaking to Sara. Sara had completed the last four years of her secondary education in Paris and had spent much of her childhood there, so her French was fluent. Janine was five years older than Sara, but Sara’s closest friend nevertheless. It had been that way all her life – she had never been able to get on comfortably with people her own age, even as a child. She had met Janine through the project here, just over a year ago – Janine was a research scientist, here to do the blood analysis on the monkeys – but they had very quickly formed a bond.


‘Perfect.’ Sara smiled at her. ‘Sit down with me. What is it?’


‘Fresh lemonade. Arthur just made it.’ Arthur was local too, Janine’s uncle. Sara used him as a caretaker for the old house when she wasn’t here, as a chef when she was.


Janine was about to sit, but right then they heard the faint drone of the seaplane’s twin engines. ‘That’s it now,’ Janine said, squinting into the distance. Sara stood beside her, taking the glass of lemonade and sipping it appreciatively. They watched as the speck in the distance grew larger, the engines shattering the silence. Life was so slow and leisurely on the island that the coming and going of the seaplane – their main link to the world outside – was always an event, even if it wasn’t bringing in a complete stranger, as it was now.


The pilot set it down easily and taxied almost right into the dock. He cut the throttles, jumped out on to the float and attached lines to two fixed buoys, at the other side of the plane. Then he crossed to the near float, shouted a greeting to Sara and threw her a line. She caught it and tied it to a block, while the pilot threw the second line to Janine, to secure the tail. Sara then let herself down a ladder, got into a little rubber dinghy and used a large rod to push the boat across to the nearest float, rowing the last few yards. She tied the dinghy to the float and stood up, balancing carefully but easily. The pilot greeted her again – he was a Senegalese who had been flying for her for nearly a year now – and they exchanged pleasantries about the trip as the passenger struggled to get himself out of the cabin and on to the float.


He looked tired, ruffled, uncomfortable. One side of his face was discoloured by a livid bruise, beneath his left eye. He was badly dressed for the island – in a thick, striped dress shirt already soaked with sweat, a tie (untidily loosened), suit trousers and black brogues, a crumpled jacket in his hands. He looked like a thug, Sara thought. But an attractive one? Maybe. Hard to tell with the bruise. Automatically she glanced back towards the dock and the treeline. There was a watchtower in the trees there, built especially to give a clear field of fire across the dock. She could see a figure moving on the high platform, see the sights of the sniper rifle trained on them. The figure – Jean-Marc, she guessed – saw her looking and waved briefly, to let her know she was covered. Jean-Marc was local too, the man she trusted with what little security she allowed when here. He had a team of three who patrolled the island.


‘You didn’t get that bruise during the trip, did you?’ she asked. The man was standing unsteadily on the seaplane’s float.


‘No. Am I meant to get into that thing?’ He was pointing at the dinghy. His eyes caught hers and she had to stop herself from reacting. He had intense, dark eyes. They were beautiful. For a second too long she couldn’t get her gaze away from them. ‘Yes. Just step across,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry. If you slip the water’s only waist deep here.’


He grinned. ‘Maybe I should just dive in. It’s been like a sauna in that cabin.’


The pilot explained quickly. ‘AC down again. Sorry. I’ll get it checked tomorrow.’


‘How unfortunate,’ Sara said, holding a hand out to steady the visitor. ‘I’ll get you a change of clothes.’


‘A cold beer would be good too.’


‘Of course. I’ll check if we have any.’


He got himself into the dinghy. ‘Tom Lomax,’ he said, extending his hand to her. ‘I must stink. Have I time for a shower before I meet the client?’


‘The client?’ She frowned at him, then shook his hand. ‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ she said. ‘But I’m Sara Eaton. Thanks so much for coming.’
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What had he expected? Someone very much older – older than he was, certainly – but she looked like she was about twenty. He hadn’t dared ask. She was a fraction taller than him, with very short, very blonde hair and the lightly tanned, smooth, perfect skin that only the very wealthy or the very young could have. He had sat beside her in the dinghy feeling dirty and old, her laughing eyes taking him in. Green eyes – a child’s eyes, in a child’s curious face, but she didn’t have the shyness of a child. She moved and acted like she was used to being in control. It made her seem older than she looked. In the enclosed space, her long legs had rested against his until they got to the dock, apparently without any self-consciousness. She spoke to him like she was five years older than him.


He took the shower and the beer she offered, not wanting to refuse now. She had given him a room on the top floor of a big, old, colonial house, built from a dense black wood. There were carved panels all over the staircase, colonial images of hundreds of naked savages, running amok, slaughtering, killing. The ceiling of his room was covered with them too – racist imaginings from another age and world. They made him wince, but from the window there were incredible views of the bay. Everything was comfortable, especially the air conditioning, but he showered quickly, drank the beer only because he was uncertain if he should drink the tap water and he was very thirsty.


This journey had sounded like something promising, when proposed to him by the flunkey solicitor in London. He had slept for the first half, letting the swelling over his cheek settle down, the confusion in his brain dissipate. After that some excitement had crept into his head – at the very least he had been plucked out of all that London shit – the shit that was his present life; the grinding warfare with Sally, trenches dug in front of her twin desires that he should pay more and at the same time see Jamie less, the miserable daily business of trying to claw in enough cash from reluctant clients, in order to service his own debts. That was the real fight, and even with Alex’s help he was losing it. The next big, desperate decision would be to get rid of the house and car, downgrade. Or jack it in and try something entirely different. But what? There was a faint chance that this thing with Sara Eaton – whoever she was – would deliver better options than working for criminals.


After the refuelling stop in Dubai there had been dramatic turbulence, then a very rushed change in Victoria, on Mahe, in the Seychelles, with barely enough time for him to get to the waiting seaplane. There had followed a miserable, cramped, bumpy and parched three-hour trip here. That had dampened his enthusiasm. By the time the pilot was pointing out the island to him – a very indistinct green speck on an endless blue horizon – he was feeling so sick he didn’t care.


Here was called Ile des Singes Noirs. Black Monkey Island. He had no idea where it was. Nor had he seen any monkeys yet, black or otherwise. But he had seen plenty of men with guns. By the dock there had been a watchtower and a guard with a sniper rifle trained directly on him. Looking out of his window he had seen another two, walking around with automatic weapons. All of which made him nervous. So he drank the freezing beer (flinching as it passed across the broken tooth), dressed in the clean, light clothing they had left out for him in the room, took more of the painkillers he had brought along and went out to meet her, as she had suggested, in a large, open summerhouse, to the side of the main building. She was already in there, waiting for him.


The summerhouse was a spacious circular structure, on short stilts, with a rush roof and open sides, bare boarding on the floor. It looked like it had been built in a hurry and patched periodically to keep it upright. Maybe that was the fashion with these things, for these people. There was a table in the middle with several chairs. She sat at one side, with the other, older woman he’d seen at the dock opposite her. The jungle started a few feet past the shelter and the bigger trees were leaning over it. He could see movement in the higher fronds, and a chattering noise, but couldn’t make out what was making it. Looking back in the direction of the dock, he was startled to see that the sun had become a huge, crimson orb, very low in the sky. The entire horizon was stained a deep red, the colour running into the sea. Above him it was already shading into darkness. He stopped as he took the two steps into the summerhouse, looking across at the view with his mouth open.


‘Beautiful, isn’t it,’ she said.


‘Sudden,’ he said. ‘It was still daylight when I was in the shower.’


‘It takes about half an hour,’ she said. ‘Day to night in half an hour. It’s because we’re near the equator. You live in London, right?’


‘Yes.’ He stepped inside.


‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘Would you like a drink? Another beer? We found a full crate in the fridge, and luckily the electricity is OK today. This is Janine Mailot. She does blood analysis as part of a project we have here. We’re trying to work out why the black mandrills are dying out, trying to stop the decline. She’s also a great friend.’


She’d already been introduced to him, though not like that. He smiled at her, sat down on the same side as her, one chair removed, so that he could look across at Sara Eaton. He said he would like a glass of water.


She turned to the wall behind her – where there was another entrance – and said something in French. A tall man emerged from the shadows by the steps there, very black, with a gun slung over his shoulder. He looked hard at Tom, then walked off.


‘You’ll have to forgive the weapons, Mr Lomax,’ she said. ‘It’s always like that.’


‘Like what?’


‘Wherever I am there’s some type of security. It’s been like that all my life. Worse recently. Pirates, kidnappers, et cetera. It’s part of the fabric – you learn to ignore it. He’ll bring you some water. And some lemonade we made this afternoon. It’s very refreshing. Better than water. We can eat whenever you like. Would you like to eat here or inside?’


He shrugged. He would have preferred her to just tell him what she wanted, but it was her call, and she was paying nicely, so if chit-chat about dinner and lemonade was what it took he could oblige. ‘Anywhere is good, Miss Eaton,’ he said.
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