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For Nongsam




It wasn’t an especially big bomb. Just a couple of pounds of Semtex, a detonator, a small digital clock and a mercury tilt switch. The man carrying it wasn’t overly afraid – he knew that the device had been tested a dozen times, with a light bulb from a torch in place of the detonator. There was no way it could explode prematurely. The timer was set to activate its circuit in thirty minutes’ time, and even then the device wouldn’t explode until it was moved and the mercury tilt switch was tripped. A third circuit, separate from the first two, contained a photoelectric cell linked to a second detonator. The Bombmaker had explained everything to him before closing the lid of the box and placing it in the blue holdall, the holdall that he was now carrying as casually as if it contained nothing more threatening than football kit.


The man looked left and right, then squeezed through a gap in the railings and went down the embankment to the railway tracks. He walked along the sleepers, confident that there wouldn’t be a train for at least an hour, by which time he’d be long gone. He took a quick look at his wristwatch. Plenty of time. Plenty of time to place the bomb at the designated location, then to get to the phone box and make the coded call. This wasn’t a bomb designed to kill, it was meant to disrupt. To tie up the police, the army and a bomb disposal team. That’s not to say that it wasn’t a serious bomb, but the men who turned up to deal with it would be experts. They’d X-ray it before touching it and they’d see the circuits and then they’d blow it up with a controlled charge. In effect, they’d be blowing up the railway line themselves. Hours of disruption. Great publicity. And a reminder that they had the ability and the supplies to do harm. A nudge, that’s all it was, though the man carrying the holdall knew that it was a nudge capable of leaving a crater twenty feet wide.


Ahead of him was the entrance to a tunnel. He walked up to it and left the holdall a few feet inside. The fact that it was in darkness and close to the tunnel wall would make it that much harder to deal with. They’d need lights, and they’d know that if it did go off the tunnel would direct the blast outwards. Plus they’d also have to close the road that ran above the railway line. Two birds with one stone.


He went back along the tracks and climbed up the embankment, then walked along the road. A blue Fiat pulled up alongside him and he climbed in. ‘Okay?’ said the driver, a cigarette sticking out of the side of his mouth.


The man nodded but didn’t say anything. The driver was a driver, nothing more. Told where and when to pick him up and where to take him. The man looked at his watch again. Everything was going to plan.


Lucy Metcalfe hated it when her brother played rough. She was a year older than Tim but he was bigger and stronger and lately he seemed to take great pleasure in pushing her around. He was worse when his friends were with him. They were kicking a football, but every time Lucy got it, Tim would immediately tackle her, charging in with his shoulder and pushing with his elbows. ‘Mine, mine,’ he’d shout, before taking the ball off her. It wasn’t even as if they were trying to score goals – they were just passing the ball to and fro, on their way back from school.


‘You’re a bully!’ she shouted at her ten-year-old brother as he barged into her for the umpteenth time and dribbled the ball away. She stood rubbing her shoulder and glaring at him sullenly.


Tim stopped and put a foot on top of the ball. ‘Yeah?’ he said.


‘Yeah. It’s supposed to be a game.’


‘Yeah? Well, I’m better than you are.’


‘No, you’re not better. You’re bigger. And uglier. And stupider.’


Tim’s friends giggled and his cheeks reddened. He kicked the ball at her, hard, but missed her by several feet. The ball bounced on the kerb and skidded across a strip of grass before disappearing through a line of rusting metal railings. ‘Now look what you’ve done!’ Tim shouted. ‘Go and get it.’


‘Why should I get it? It wasn’t my fault.’


‘I was kicking it to you.’


Lucy shook her head and folded her arms across her chest in the way she’d seen her mother do when she was insisting that they go to bed early. ‘You were kicking it at me, not to me,’ she said. ‘You were the last to touch it. You get it.’


Tim clenched his fists and took a step towards her. Lucy turned and ran, her school bag banging against her hip. ‘Chicken!’ Tim shouted, and started making loud clucking noises. His friends joined in. Tim waited until his sister was out of sight before ducking through the railings and sliding down the embankment. His friends followed him, shouting and screaming and flapping their arms like demented crows.


The ball was at the mouth of the tunnel. Tim ran over to it and picked it up. As he bent down, he saw something a few feet inside the entrance. A blue holdall. ‘Hey, there’s something here,’ he yelled. He kicked the ball over to his friends and walked into the tunnel. He was surprised how much colder it was and he shivered. He turned to look at his friends as if to reassure himself that they were still there. He suddenly felt a lot less brave. ‘Come on!’ he said, and waved them over.


They ran towards him. Tim’s confidence returned almost immediately, and he grabbed at the holdall, wanting to be the first to open it.


The man replaced the receiver and left the call-box. He slid into the passenger seat of the blue Fiat. The driver was lighting another cigarette, and the man pointedly wound down the window. ‘You don’t mind me smoking, do ya?’ asked the driver.


The man shrugged but didn’t say anything. He motioned with his finger for the driver to move off. As the driver’s hand reached for the gear-stick, they heard a dull thudding sound off in the distance. The two men knew immediately what the noise was. They were both Belfast-born and bred and were no strangers to the sound of exploding bombs.


‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ said the man.


The cigarette dropped from the driver’s lips. He fumbled for it as it rolled between his legs, cursing loudly.


The man stared out of the open window, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Something had gone wrong. Something had gone very, very wrong.




TEN YEARS LATER


It had been a long and uncomfortable flight and Egan rubbed his knuckles into the small of his back as he waited for his luggage to appear on the carousel. The men from Beijing had booked him a first-class ticket, but Egan hadn’t used it. People were noticed in first class, and Egan had gone through most of his life without being noticed. That was the way he wanted it. His features could best be described as nondescript. He was in his early thirties, a little below average height with receding hair, cropped short. He had pale blue eyes and a squarish face with thin lips that formed an almost straight line unless he smiled. The only distinguishing features Egan had were concealed by his dark blue suit. There was a thick scar that ran from the base of his neck to just above his left breast, a phosphorus burn on his right thigh, and two old bullet wounds in his right shoulder. Anyone who saw Egan naked would never forget the man, but most people would have difficulty describing him an hour after meeting him.


Egan’s suitcase was as bland as he was. A grey Samsonite with an Air France tag. He picked it up and walked through Customs. Egan had started his journey in London but had taken the Eurostar train to Paris and flown out of Charles de Gaulle airport. The flight to Hong Kong had taken a little under twelve hours and he’d spent most of the time reading A Tale of Two Cities. He was working his way through the complete works of Charles Dickens and hoped to have finished by the end of the year.


As he walked out into the arrivals area he saw a liveried chauffeur holding a piece of white card with ‘Mr Egan’ written on it. Egan shuddered. He knew that his employers were trying to impress him, and that face was all-important to the Chinese, but Egan had no wish to be impressed. He considered ignoring the chauffeur, but decided not to in case the man had him paged. Egan wasn’t his real name, but he still didn’t want it broadcast throughout Chek Lap Kok airport. He went over to the chauffeur and nodded.


The chauffeur touched the brim of his cap in an attempt at a salute and reached for Egan’s suitcase. Egan let him carry the case. It contained nothing of importance – it was as much a prop as the suit he was wearing, to give him the appearance of a businessman or banker or any of the other vultures who were flocking into Hong Kong to take advantage of the economic crisis that was wreaking havoc in South-East Asia.


The chauffeur was in his sixties and bow-legged, and he was breathing heavily by the time they reached the top-of-the-range Mercedes outside the airport terminal. Egan climbed into the plush interior and settled back for the ride to Hong Kong Island. It was his third visit to the former British colony in six months, and he was as impressed as always by the sheer magnitude of the new airport and its transport system, ferrying thousands of passengers an hour from the outlying island to Hong Kong proper by road, rail and helicopter. It didn’t have the character or the white-knuckle approach of the old airport at Kai Tak, but it was considerably more efficient, and if there was one thing Egan admired, it was efficiency.


There was a copy of the Hong Kong Standard in the seat pocket and Egan read the business section. The stock market was continuing its downward plunge and the Hang Seng Index was down more than thirty per cent year on year. There were rumours that the government was considering devaluing the Hong Kong dollar, and inflation was climbing. Egan smiled to himself as he scanned the list of stock prices. The days of the so-called Asian miracle were long gone.


The Mercedes drew up in front of the Mandarin Hotel and a red-liveried bell-boy carried Egan’s case inside. Egan checked in, showered and put on a clean shirt, then watched CNN until it was time for his meeting.


The men from Beijing had booked a room large enough to hold fifty, even though there were just four of them. It was face, Egan knew, something the Chinese regarded as one of their cultural strengths but which Egan knew was a major weakness. They were already in the room when Egan arrived, sitting in a line at one end of a long apple-wood table. There was only one other chair, at the opposite end, and Egan sat down and studied the men facing him. Three were in their seventies, with watery eyes and lined parchment-like faces. The fourth was middle-aged, in his late forties, and was the only one wearing glasses. His name was Deng, and he was a distant relative of the former Chinese leader, the one they still called the Butcher of Tiananmen Square. The other three had never been introduced to Egan, but he had made enquiries and knew who they were and how much they were worth. One was a general in the People’s Liberation Army, the other two were bankers. In the United States they’d be well past retirement age and would be enjoying their twilight years on the golf course, but careers were handled differently in China.


‘Good to see you again, Mr Egan,’ said Deng. He spoke with an American accent, the result of three years studying for a master’s degree at Harvard University.


Egan nodded but said nothing.


‘Everything is proceeding satisfactorily?’


‘It is.’


Deng’s three companions stared at Egan with unblinking eyes. The PLA general’s mouth was open and Egan could hear every breath the man took. According to Egan’s file on the man, he was suffering from emphysema and was a regular visitor to a lung specialist in London’s Harley Street.


Egan leaned forward and interlinked his thick fingers on the table’s surface. ‘The teams are now in place – we’re in a position to move to the next stage. But before we do proceed, I want to make quite sure you realise the ramifications of what you’re asking.’


‘What we’re paying for,’ said Deng.


Egan nodded, acknowledging the point. The four men in front of him had already transferred half a million dollars to his bank account in Zurich, and following today’s meeting a further one million would be paid. If everything went to plan, Egan stood to receive a total of seven million dollars.


‘Nairobi, 1998. More than two hundred dead, five and a half thousand injured. What I’m organising – what you’re paying for – is bigger, much bigger, than what I did in Kenya. Timing is the key. It can be done late at night and casualties will be minimal. It can be done at lunch-time and they’ll be digging the bodies out for weeks.’


Deng nodded, but the other three men remained impassive. Egan knew that at least one of the geriatrics spoke fluent English and that the other two had a reasonable grasp of the language.


‘I have no qualms either way,’ Egan continued, ‘but I want to make it clear before we go any further that if you do decide to go ahead with a daytime event, hundreds of office workers could die.’


Deng nodded again. He turned to his three companions and spoke in rapid Mandarin. All three men nodded. ‘We have no problems with matters as they stand, Mr Egan. If anything, it adds credibility to our scenario, does it not?’


‘It could be taken either way,’ said Egan. ‘I was thinking in terms of the degree of backlash. Africans are one thing, Europeans are something else.’


‘Nevertheless,’ said Deng, ‘we are of the opinion that we should proceed as planned.’


‘No problem,’ said Egan. ‘As soon as the next tranche is deposited in Zurich, we’ll move on to the next stage.’


The PLA general wheezed and then leaned over to Deng and whispered to him in Mandarin. Deng listened, pushing his spectacles higher up his nose. When the general had finished whispering, Deng nodded and then looked at Egan. ‘Time is still of the essence, Mr Egan. Do we have your assurance that everything will be completed on time?’


‘You do,’ said Egan. He was well aware of how anxious the men from Beijing were that his mission be completed without delay. He knew that their lives would be forfeit if he failed.


‘The money will be in your account within the hour,’ said Deng.




DAY ONE


There were two of them, stocky men wearing matching blue track suits, black Reebok trainers and black ski masks. They vaulted over the back wall and ran, bent double, along the grass to the kitchen door of the house. They crouched at the door for several seconds, then one of the men nodded and reached for the door handle. It opened. They weren’t surprised. They’d been watching the house for two weeks and they knew the routine of the occupants. The kitchen door was never locked until the family’s golden retriever had been allowed out just after midnight.


The men slipped into the kitchen and gently closed the door behind them. They stood for a while, listening. They could just about hear the television in the sitting room. A comedy programme. Loud studio laughter. They reached into their track-suit tops and pulled out guns. Black automatics with bulbous silencers. The men didn’t expect to have to use them. But they were prepared to, if necessary.


Their biggest worry was the dog. People could be threatened, people knew the damage that guns could do, but dogs would just growl and bark, maybe even attack to protect what they considered to be their territory. The dog was in the sitting room, so if they moved carefully they wouldn’t be heard.


One of them eased open the door to the hallway. More studio laughter. They moved on the balls of their feet, hardly breathing as they crept to the stairs. The stairs would be the dangerous part. Stairs creaked. They went up two stairs at a time, keeping close to the wall, guns at the ready.


They froze as they heard a police siren, but then relaxed as they realised it was on the television. Somebody had changed channels. They heard a roar. A football match, maybe. Then muffled voices. Then studio laughter again. The men moved along the upper hallway and knelt down at the door to the back bedroom. One of the men was wearing a small rucksack, and he slipped it off and placed it on the carpet. From the rucksack he pulled out a cloth and a small glass bottle containing a colourless liquid. He unscrewed the top and doused the cloth with the liquid, turning his head to avoid the worst of the fumes. When the cloth was soaked, he nodded at his companion, who opened the door and stepped inside.


They moved quickly through the darkness to the bed. A small girl was asleep, her blonde hair spread across the pillow, a cuddly Garfield toy clutched to her chest. The man with the cloth held it tightly against the girl’s face. She stopped struggling after a few seconds, but he kept the cloth pressed over her mouth and nose for a full minute before releasing his grip on her.


The other man put a white envelope on a bedside table and gathered up the little girl. The Garfield toy slipped on to the floor. The man who’d drugged the girl picked up the cuddly toy, hesitated for a second, and then put it and several other toys into his rucksack. The man holding the unconscious girl made an impatient clicking noise. Even with most of his face covered by the ski mask, it was clear he was glaring at his companion. He nodded at the door.


The two men moved down the stairs as silently as they’d gone up, and two minutes later they were in a Ford Mondeo, driving south with the little girl hidden under a tartan blanket. The chloroform would keep her unconscious for the best part of thirty minutes, and they didn’t have far to go.


‘Coffee?’ asked Martin Hayes.


His wife grinned at him. ‘Are you making it, or are you asking me to get one for you?’


Martin pushed himself up off the sofa. The golden retriever at his feet wagged its tail hopefully. ‘Okay, Dermott – I’ll let you out.’ He looked pointedly at his wife.


‘You’re all heart,’ said Andrea Hayes. Martin leaned over and planted a kiss on the top of her head, then ruffled her soft, blonde hair. ‘Woof,’ she said. ‘I’ll go and check on Katie.’


Martin went through to the kitchen and let the dog out before switching on the electric kettle. The coffee was in the freezer. If it had been up to Martin, he’d have made do with instant, but Andy was fussy about her coffee. And she could tell the difference. Martin had long ago given up trying to test her. She didn’t think his attempts to palm her off with Nescafé were funny.


‘Martin!’


‘What?’


‘Martin, come here.’


Martin could tell from her voice that something was wrong. He ran down the hall and up the stairs. ‘What? What?’ he shouted, a tight feeling in the pit of his stomach.


He found Andy standing at the foot of the bed. He put his hand on her shoulder. She was trembling. The bed was empty. Katie had gone. He looked around the room. Nothing. He turned around and went to the bathroom. The door was open and he could see immediately that Katie wasn’t there, but he pulled back the shower curtain to assure himself that she wasn’t hiding there, that she wasn’t playing some sort of crazy game.


‘Katie!’ he called.


‘She’s not here. I looked everywhere.’


Martin fought to stay calm. Katie was a seven-year-old girl, and seven-year-old girls didn’t just disappear. He knelt down and looked under the bed.


‘I did that,’ said Andy, her voice quivering. ‘I looked there.’


‘She has to be here somewhere,’ said Martin. ‘Maybe she’s sleepwalking.’


‘She doesn’t sleepwalk.’


‘Maybe she’s started.’


Martin straightened up. They both jumped as they heard a noise downstairs.


‘Thank God,’ said Andy.


They rushed downstairs, shouting their daughter’s name. Andy went into the sitting room. A stand-up comedian was telling a joke but she couldn’t follow what he was saying, her thoughts were too jumbled. She couldn’t concentrate. Katie wasn’t there. Andy even checked behind the sofas. Nothing. The TV laughter annoyed her and she switched the set off.


‘Katie, if you’re doing this on purpose, you’re in big trouble,’ she shouted. Her voice echoed around the room.


The dog came scrabbling along the carpet, pink tongue lolling from the side of his mouth.


‘It was Dermott,’ said Martin. ‘He was scratching at the door.’


‘She’s not in the garden?’


Martin shook his head.


‘Oh, Jesus.’ Andy put her hands up to her face, her fingers splayed across her cheeks. ‘This can’t be happening.’


Martin went over to her and put his arm around her shoulders. ‘We don’t know that anything’s happened,’ he said. ‘There’s got to be an explanation for this. She’s fallen asleep somewhere, that’s all.’


‘Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.’


Martin shook her gently. ‘Come on, love. Pull yourself together. Let’s search the house from top to bottom. She’ll be somewhere. She has to be. We’d have heard her if she’d gone out.’


‘We were watching TV,’ said Andy.


Martin closed his eyes and tried to quell the rising sense of panic that kept threatening to overwhelm him. ‘It’s going to be all right,’ he whispered, but he could hear the doubt in his voice. He opened his eyes again. ‘You check upstairs. I’ll check the rooms downstairs.’ Andy didn’t move. He put his hands on her shoulders and moved his face up close to hers. ‘Okay?’


Andy nodded uncertainly. Her eyes were brimming with tears and Martin brushed them away. ‘We’ll check the house and if there’s still no sign of her then we’ll phone the police, okay?’


‘Police?’ she repeated.


‘We’ll find her,’ said Martin. ‘Go on, up you go. Check the bedrooms. When I’ve finished down here, I’ll come up and check the loft.’ He knew they were clutching at straws but he wanted to do something, anything other than picking up the telephone and calling the police. Calling in the police meant that their daughter was missing. Up until the moment he picked up the phone little Katie was sleepwalking or hiding, somewhere in the house. She wasn’t lost. Or worse. Martin was prepared to clutch at any straw within reach before he picked up the phone and dialled 999.


He took Andy by the hand and half led, half pulled her into the hallway. He waited until she was climbing the stairs before he went through to the study. Nothing.


He closed the study door and went to the kitchen. He began opening all the kitchen cupboards, knowing that it was useless but wanting to check nevertheless.


‘Martin!’


Martin’s head jerked round. ‘What? Have you found her?’ Even as he said the words he knew that she hadn’t. He dashed upstairs. Andy was walking down the landing, an envelope in one hand, a sheet of paper in the other. ‘What is it?’ asked Martin. ‘What’s happened?’


‘They’ve taken her,’ gasped Andy. ‘They’ve taken my baby.’


Her legs gave way beneath her and she fell. Her head smacked against the banister, smearing it with blood before she crashed to the floor and rolled on to her back, the letter still clutched in her fist.


The man in the passenger seat of the Ford Mondeo twisted around and lifted the corner of the tartan blanket.


‘Is she still out?’ asked the driver.


Katie lay on her back, snoring softly. ‘Yeah. You think I should give her more chloroform?’


‘Nah. We’re almost there.’


‘Do you think they’ll have read the note yet?’ He draped the blanket back over the child.


The driver looked at the digital clock on the dashboard. ‘Maybe. They’ll let the dog out first, then check on her.’


The passenger settled back in his seat. ‘I’m not sure about being so close to their house.’


‘Makes no odds,’ said the driver. ‘Here, the North, over the water – they’re not going to know where to look.’


They drove in silence for a while. The passenger spoke first. ‘What if . . . you know? What if they don’t do what they’re supposed to?’


The driver shrugged but didn’t reply.


‘Would you . . . you know?’


‘Would I what?’


The passenger made a gun with his forefinger and thumb. ‘Would you?’


‘It won’t come to that. The threat’ll be enough.’


‘Are you sure of that?’


The driver threw him a quick look. ‘Are you having second thoughts, Mick?’


‘No, but . . .’


‘There can’t be any buts. Buts are what get people killed. We’ve been told what we’ve got to do and we do it.’


Another silence, longer this time. Again, it was the passenger who spoke first. ‘George?’


‘Aye?’


‘Have you ever . . .?’ He made the gun with his hand again. ‘You know?’


‘You know I have,’ said George McEvoy.


‘Nah, I mean a kid. Have you ever offed a kid?’


McEvoy shrugged. ‘Man, woman, kid. A life’s a life, Mick.’


Mick Canning nodded. He twisted around in his seat and lifted the blanket again. The little girl’s mouth was wide open and a thin trickle of frothy dribble was running down her chin. Canning reached across and used a corner of the blanket to wipe the mess away.


‘Stop fiddling with her,’ said McEvoy tersely. ‘You don’t want to get too attached.’


Canning frowned and did as he was told.


Andy opened her eyes and blinked. For a second or two she thought she’d been asleep, and then the horror of it all came rushing back and broke over her like an icy wave. Martin was dabbing at her forehead with a damp cloth. ‘Easy, love, you had a nasty fall.’ Andy tried to sit up, but as she did so her head swam and she felt consciousness slip away again. Martin helped her lie back on the sofa. ‘Take it easy,’ he said, pressing the cloth to the bridge of her nose.


‘What happened?’ she asked.


‘You fainted.’


Andy took several deep breaths, trying to gather her thoughts. She’d been in Katie’s bedroom. The letter. Oh my God, the letter. She pushed Martin away and forced herself up. ‘The letter,’ she whispered.


‘I’ve got it,’ said Martin.


Andy held out her hand. ‘Give it to me.’


Martin gave her the sheet of paper and she read it quickly, even though she could remember it word for word.


ANDREA HAYES


WE HAVE YOUR DAUGHTER. SHE WILL NOT BE HARMED IF YOU DO EXACTLY AS WE SAY. YOU ARE TO TAKE FLIGHT EI 172 TO LONDON TOMORROW. A ROOM HAS BEEN BOOKED IN YOUR NAME AT THE STRAND PALACE HOTEL. WAIT THERE FOR FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS. IF YOU CONTACT THE POLICE YOU WILL NEVER SEE YOUR DAUGHTER AGAIN. YOUR HUSBAND IS TO CARRY ON HIS NORMAL ROUTINE. YOU WILL BOTH BE WATCHED. IF WE BELIEVE YOU HAVE CONTACTED THE POLICE YOUR DAUGHTER WILL DIE.


Andy blinked away tears. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Why us?’


Martin took the letter from her. It was typed, all capital letters. It looked as if it had been done on a laser printer. The same typeface was on the envelope. Just two words there. ANDREA HAYES.


Martin read the letter again. ‘It doesn’t say how much,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘It doesn’t say how much they want us to pay.’ Martin ran his hand through his hair, frowning. ‘What sort of ransom demand doesn’t mention money?’


‘Maybe they’ll phone,’ said Andy.


‘But then why do they want you to go to London? Our money’s here, in Ireland. Everything we own is here. If they want paying in London we’d have to fly over with the money. This doesn’t make sense.’


‘Sense? Why should it make sense? They’ve kidnapped Katie, they came into our house and took her, why should anything they do make sense?’ She could hear the hysteria in her voice and she fought to stay calm.


Martin took her hands in his. ‘Don’t worry, love. We’ll get this sorted. We’ll get Katie back. I promise.’


‘You can’t promise something like that, Martin.’


Martin shook his head. ‘They’ve obviously planned this, Andy. They’ve thought it all out. They knew where Katie was, they knew where we were. They had the note ready. They’ve got the hotel room booked in London. It’s all been well planned. Kidnapping is a straightforward business transaction. That’s what I’m good at, business. We give them money. They give us Katie. That’s business. There’s no profit in either side trying to screw things up. Okay?’


Andy nodded. What he was saying made sense. It was horrible, it was frightening, but it was logical. It wasn’t a pervert who’d stolen her child, it wasn’t a sex killer or a paedophile, it was a kidnapper. It wasn’t about sexual thrills or sadism, it was about money, and she could just about cope with that. ‘What do we do?’ she asked.


‘We do what they say in the note. You go to London and I guess they’ll contact you there to tell you how much they want.’


‘Why us, Martin? Why us? We’re not rich.’


‘We’re not short of money, Andy. There are plenty of scumbags out there who’d class us as wealthy. They don’t take mortgages and loans and overdrafts into account. They see a couple of new cars and a four-bedroomed house and they think we’re rolling in it.’ He stood up and went into the kitchen, returning a short while later with two tumblers of whisky. He gave one to her. ‘Drink this,’ he said.


She swallowed the whisky in two gulps. Martin sat down and read the letter again. He sipped his own whisky thoughtfully. ‘I don’t understand why they haven’t said how much they want. There are things that have to be arranged. We’ve got to get the money together, they’ve got to take the money from us. That’s all got to be sorted out, and until they tell us what their demands are, there’s nothing we can do.’


‘We do have the money, don’t we?’ asked Andy.


Martin stroked her hair and brushed several stray strands away from her face. ‘Whatever it takes, we’ll get it. I can increase the mortgage, there’s cash in the business, we’ve got friends. It’ll be all right.’


Andy nodded through her tears, desperately wanting to believe him.


Egan took off his headphones and leaned back in his chair. He stretched his arms up above his head and rolled his head from side to side, trying to ease the tension in his neck. On the desk in front of him were five digital tape recorders, each linked to radio receivers, one for each of the five listening devices in the Hayes house.


He’d planted the devices three weeks earlier while Andrea Hayes had been out walking her dog. There was one in the smoke detector in the upstairs hallway, one in the phone in the master bedroom, another in the phone in the sitting room. A fourth device was in an electric socket in the downstairs hall and a fifth in a light fitting in the kitchen. They gave him virtually complete coverage of the house.


Egan stood up and went through to the kitchen where he poured himself a mug of black coffee. The studio apartment was in a block just a half-mile away from the Hayes house and he’d rented it for a full twelve months, even though he only expected to be using it for another week. Once the Hayes woman was in place, Egan planned to fly to London to oversee the final phase of the operation. He took his mug back into the sitting room and sat down at the desk. So far everything had gone to plan. Martin and Andrea Hayes were reacting exactly as he’d anticipated.


George McEvoy drove the Mondeo down the rutted track that led to the cottage. The car bucked and swayed and they slowed to a walking pace. The single-storey building was in darkness, and he put the headlights on full beam. ‘Home sweet home,’ he muttered. ‘How is she?’


Mick Canning leaned over and lifted the tartan blanket. Katie was still fast asleep. ‘Out like a light,’ he said.


McEvoy drove around the back of the cottage and parked by the side of a wooden garage. He climbed out and unlocked the back door of the cottage and switched on a light before waving at Canning to carry the girl in. The nearest house was a hundred yards away and they weren’t overlooked at the back.


Canning gathered up Katie, still covered with the blanket, and took her through the kitchen to a white-painted hallway. A wooden door warped with age opened on to a flight of concrete steps that went down into the basement. The underground room had been sparsely furnished with a small camp bed, two wooden chairs and a small Formica-covered table. On the floor was a wool rug that had originally been in front of the fireplace in the sitting room, and in one corner was a bucket, covered with a towel. Canning placed Katie on the bed, then turned her so that she was lying on her side. Still asleep, Katie murmured and put her thumb in her mouth. Canning gently took her thumb out.


‘You all right, Mick?’ asked McEvoy. He was standing at the door, looking down into the basement, an expression of barely concealed contempt on his face.


‘Yeah, no problem. Do you think we should be with her when she wakes up? She’ll be scared, she might start yelling.’


‘No one’ll hear her,’ said McEvoy.


Canning went up the stairs. ‘Do you think we should leave the light on?’ he asked.


‘For fuck’s sake, this isn’t a hotel,’ snapped McEvoy. He closed the door and slid the bolts across.




DAY TWO


Martin Hayes awoke with a start. It took him a few seconds to realise where he was. He was in the sitting room, sprawled on the sofa. He rubbed his face. He was exhausted. How long had he been asleep? He looked at his watch. It was just after seven. ‘Andy?’ No answer.


He stood up and his knees cracked. He felt stiff and his shoulders ached. He didn’t remember coming down to the sitting room. He’d been upstairs with Andy, lying on their bed, propped up with pillows, hoping that the phone would ring. Martin went upstairs. Their bedroom was empty. Martin was still half asleep. Part of him didn’t want to wake up, didn’t want to accept the reality of his situation. At least when he was asleep he didn’t have to think about Katie and what she was going through. Martin just wanted it all to be over, for the kidnappers to tell him how much they wanted and for them to give him back his little girl.


Andy wasn’t in the bathroom, either. The door to Katie’s room was closed, and even before Martin pushed it open he knew that he’d find his wife sitting on their daughter’s bed. She didn’t look up as he went over to her. She was clutching a pillow to her chest and was resting her chin on top of it, her eyes closed. Martin sat down next to her.


‘They’ve taken Garfield,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘Garfield. They’ve kidnapped Garfield, too.’


Andy kept her eyes closed. Tears glistened on her cheeks. Martin looked around the room. Katie’s collection of soft toys lined the shelves on the wall that faced the end of the bed, and others were crammed on to the windowsill. Martin knew that Katie had given them all names, but he knew only a few of them. Bunny. Babe. Foxy. Wilkinson the badger. Andy was right. There was no Garfield, and Garfield was the favourite of late – he was the one she cuddled when she went to sleep. There were two gaps on the windowsill, too, but he wasn’t able to remember which toys, if any, were missing.


Martin knelt down beside the single bed and peered under it. No Garfield.


‘There’s a teddy bear missing, too. The one my father got her two Christmasses ago. And the monkey. The one we got at Regent’s Park Zoo. In April. The one with the silly grin and the banana.’ Andy’s voice was flat and emotionless.


‘That’s a good sign, Andy,’ said Martin.


She looked up at him and opened her eyes. They were as devoid of emotion as her voice. ‘A good sign?’ she repeated.


He sat down on the bed and put his arm around her. ‘They wouldn’t have taken her toys if they were going to hurt her,’ he said. ‘They want her to be happy so they took along some toys. Trust me, it’s a good sign. We’ll have her back soon.’


She nodded but her eyes were still vacant. She was in shock, Martin realised. ‘Come on downstairs, you need a cup of tea,’ he said.


Andy nodded. ‘I guess,’ she said, but she made no move to stand up.


Mick Canning was breaking eggs into a frying pan when Katie started shouting and banging on the basement door. ‘Help!’ she yelled. ‘Let me out!’


George McEvoy looked up from his copy of the Irish Times and scowled at the door. ‘Her ladyship’s awake,’ he said.


‘I’ll see to her,’ said Canning, handing a spatula to McEvoy. ‘You look after the eggs, yeah?’


‘Don’t forget your . . .’


‘Balaclava, yeah, I know,’ interrupted Canning. He picked up his rucksack and went down the hall. From the pocket of his track-suit top he pulled out a rolled-up ski mask and put it on before unbolting the door. ‘Katie, stand away from the door,’ he said.


There was a short silence. ‘Who is that? I want my mummy.’


‘Your mummy’s not here, Katie. I’m a friend of hers. Look, I’m opening the door now, be careful.’


Katie was standing four steps down, staring wide-eyed up at Canning. The basement was in darkness. Canning unfastened the neck of the rucksack and took out the Garfield toy. ‘I brought this for you,’ he said, holding it out to her.


She looked at the soft toy, then back at him. ‘I want to go home,’ she said.


‘You can’t. Not right now.’


She glared at him and put her hands on her hips, her chin thrust up defiantly. ‘You can’t tell me what to do.’


‘Yes I can,’ he said patiently. ‘And I’m telling you that you have to stay here for a few days.’ He held out the soft toy again.


Katie looked as if she was going to argue, then she reached for Garfield. ‘Thank you,’ she said.


Canning was about to say ‘You’re welcome’ when she hurled the toy at his face and scrambled up the stairs, slipping by his legs before he had the chance to stop her. Canning cursed and tried to grab her, but she was too quick for him. Her bare feet padded down the hallway towards the kitchen.


Canning ran after her, cursing. He caught up with her in three strides and grabbed her by the scruff of her nightie. He yanked her off her feet, then scooped her up. She began to wriggle and scream.


McEvoy opened the kitchen door with the frying pan in his hand. Canning span around so that Katie couldn’t see McEvoy’s face. ‘What the fuck are you playing at?’ McEvoy shouted.


‘Nothing,’ said Canning. ‘It’s not a problem.’


‘It looks like a fucking problem to me,’ said McEvoy. ‘Put her in the basement and make sure she shuts up.’ He slammed the kitchen door.


Katie continued to struggle as Canning carried her down the basement steps. ‘I want my mummy!’ she screamed. ‘I want my mummy and I want my dad.’


‘Please, be quiet,’ hissed Canning.


‘I’ll be quiet if you let me go,’ she said.


‘I can’t let you go . . .’ Canning began, but he’d barely got the words out of his mouth before she began screaming again. He dropped her down on the camp bed and put his hand over her mouth. It smothered her screams, but Canning had a sudden flash about what he was doing and jerked his hand away as if he’d been burnt. Jesus Christ. He’d had his hand over a child’s mouth. He could have killed her. Smothered her. He took a step back, his hands up as if surrendering. Katie seemed as shocked as he was.


‘What?’ she said.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to . . . you know . . .’


‘What?’


‘I didn’t mean to put my hand over your mouth. I wasn’t trying to . . . I wasn’t trying to hurt you.’


Katie swung her legs over the side of the camp bed and sat looking at him curiously. ‘Why are you wearing a mask?’ she asked.


‘So you won’t know who I am,’ he said. ‘That way, when we send you back to your parents, you won’t be able to tell the police what I look like.’ Canning crouched down so that his head was on a level with hers. ‘Look, I’m sorry if I scared you. But you have to do as we say, okay? You have to stay down here for a few days, then you can go home.’


‘You promise?’


Canning made the sign of the cross on his chest. ‘Swear to die.’


Andy Hayes put down the phone. ‘They’ll hold the ticket for me at the airport,’ she said.


Martin nodded. ‘I’ll drive you.’


‘You can’t,’ she said. ‘You have to carry on as normal, that’s what the letter said. You have to go to work.’ She looked at her watch.


‘I think I should stay by the phone. They might call.’


Andy shook her head fiercely. ‘They said you had to carry out your normal routine. That means going to work, Martin. We mustn’t do anything that makes them think we’re not co-operating.’


Martin shrugged. ‘I guess so.’


Andy’s face hardened. ‘No, there’s no I-guess-so about this. I want you to promise me that you won’t call the police.’


‘Oh, come on, do you think I’d do anything that would put Katie in danger?’


‘Promise me, Martin. Promise me that you won’t do anything out of the ordinary.’


Martin took her in his arms and kissed her hair. ‘I promise.’


She hugged him tightly. ‘I’ll call you from London. They didn’t say that I couldn’t do that.’


Martin stroked the back of her neck. ‘It’s going to be all right, Andy. I promise.’


McEvoy put on his ski mask and picked up the tray. On it was a paper plate of spaghetti hoops, a slice of bread, and a plastic fork.


‘I’ll take it,’ said Canning. He was sitting at the table working on the crossword in the Irish Times. Like McEvoy he’d changed out of his track suit and was wearing a sweatshirt and jeans.


‘That’s all right, Mick. I’ll handle it. Where are the scissors?’


Canning gestured with his chin. ‘By the sink. You should give her some milk.’


‘Milk?’


‘To drink. She’ll need something to drink.’


McEvoy put the tray down. He picked up the scissors and slipped them into the back pocket of his jeans.


‘You haven’t got kids, have you, George?’ said Canning, looking up from his crossword.


‘Not that I know of,’ said McEvoy. ‘Your point being?’


He chuckled, went over to the fridge, opened it and took out a carton of milk. He poured some into a plastic cup and then put the carton back in the fridge. ‘Anything else I should take her ladyship?’ he asked.


Canning ignored him and concentrated on the crossword.


McEvoy went over to the door that led to the basement and juggled the tray as he slipped the bolts. He eased the door open with his foot and peered down the stairs. Katie was sitting on the camp bed, her Garfield in her lap. She looked up and watched him walk down the stairs. He put the tray on the bed next to her and she looked at it disdainfully. ‘Spaghetti hoops?’


‘Leave it if you don’t want it,’ said McEvoy curtly.


‘What else is there to eat?’


‘Nothing. It’s spaghetti hoops or nothing.’


Katie sniffed and rested her head on top of Garfield.


McEvoy took the scissors from his back pocket. Katie looked at him fearfully.


‘Please don’t,’ said Katie, clasping Garfield tightly.


‘It won’t hurt if you don’t move,’ said McEvoy.


Andy opened the suitcase and stared at its interior. What was she supposed to pack? She didn’t even know how long she was going to be away. She closed the suitcase again and went over to the wardrobe. The front was mirrored and she stared at her reflection. Fly to London and wait, the letter said. Wait for further instructions. Did that mean they would send her somewhere else? Or would she collect Katie in London? Should she pack for Katie, too? She opened the wardrobe and ran a hand along the dresses and jackets hanging there. Maybe she shouldn’t take anything with her. If anyone saw her leaving the house with a suitcase, they’d wonder where she was going. What would she say? That she was going away for a holiday? On her own? What if she met anyone she knew at the airport?


She heard Martin climbing the stairs, a heavy footfall as if every step was an effort. He walked up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘I don’t know what to take with me,’ she said.


‘Pack for a couple of days,’ he said.


‘Pack what?’


‘Jeans. Shirts. Underwear. Hell, Andy, I don’t know.’ His fingers moved around her neck and he massaged her slowly.


‘Why me, Martin? Why do they want me in London and you here? Why haven’t they told us what they want?’


She felt her husband shrug. ‘Maybe Katie’s already in London. Maybe they took her over the water and that’s where they’ll give her back to us.’


Andy turned to face him. ‘Do you think that’s it?’


‘It’s possible. Dublin’s a small city – it’d be easier to hide her in London. They could have taken her over on the ferry, in a car. Hidden her in the boot or . . .’ His mouth snapped shut when he saw the look of horror on her face.


‘Boot? Oh my God . . .’ Tears welled up in her eyes and Martin hugged her.


‘Oh, Jesus, Andy, I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m just guessing. I don’t know where she is or what they’re doing. Don’t get upset. Please.’ He wiped away her tears with his thumbs, smearing them across her cheeks. ‘I’ll drive you to the airport.’


Andy shook her head. ‘You can’t,’ she said. ‘You have to go to work.’


‘The airport’s on the way.’


Andy reached up and held his wrists. ‘We talked about this last night. You have to do everything as normal, Martin.’


‘This is different,’ said Martin. ‘They know you’re going to the airport – they’ll expect me to take you.’


‘I don’t know . . .’


‘I want to,’ said Martin.


Andy sat down on the bed, too tired to argue. She’d barely slept, and it was as if she was thinking in slow motion. ‘Okay,’ she said.


Martin sat next to her and put his arm around her. ‘Look, I’ll drop you at the airport, then I’ll go straight to the office. I’ll talk to the bank, see how much we’ve got on deposit.’


‘I hope it’s enough,’ she said.


‘If it isn’t, we can raise more,’ said Martin. ‘We’ve got the cash flow, we’ve got assets. The house alone is worth twice the mortgage. We can raise a hundred grand on a phone call.’


Tears began to stream down Andy’s cheeks. ‘Why us, Martin?’ she asked. ‘Why our Katie?’


‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’


She put her arms around his waist and buried her face in his neck, her body racked by silent sobs. Martin held her, feeling more helpless than he’d ever felt in his life.


Canning walked through the arrivals area, tapping the copy of the Irish Times against his leg. He bought a coffee, sat on a stool and surveyed the terminal. Eager faces watched the sliding doors that kept opening and closing, disgorging a stream of passengers. Canning cast his eyes over the paper’s headlines. Government figures showing the Irish economy was booming. Rumours that the American President might make a flying visit to Dublin during his trip to Europe. A supermodel overdosed on heroin. Canning sipped his coffee. He flicked through the pages to the crossword. Only six clues to finish.


A woman pulled out the stool on the other side of his table. ‘Do you mind?’ she asked. She was slim in a pale grey business suit, carrying a burgundy briefcase and a mobile telephone. Her shoulder-length hair was blonde, but the dark roots suggested that it had been dyed. There was something unnatural about her eyes, too. They were almost too green, as if she were wearing contact lenses.


Canning waved at the stool. ‘Help yourself,’ he said. He took a small padded envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and slipped it between the pages of the newspaper, which he then folded and placed on the table.


The woman ripped the corner off a pack of sweetener and poured it into her coffee. Canning slid off his stool, nodded at the woman, and walked away. He didn’t see her take the newspaper and put it in her briefcase.


Andy couldn’t bear to say goodbye to her husband. She forced a smile and then walked away from the car. She could feel Martin watching her but she didn’t turn around. She walked through the doors into the departure area. There was a queue of half a dozen people ahead of her having their luggage checked. A uniformed policeman ran some sort of detector over her suitcase. He was in his fifties with the sunburned skin and broken veins of a sailor. He smiled at her and waved her through. Andy wondered what he’d been checking for. Guns? Explosives? Drugs? The check had seemed cursory at best, as if he wasn’t expecting to find anything.


The ticket was ready for her at the Aer Lingus sales counter. She took it over to the check-in counter and a young man in shirtsleeves checked her in. He asked her about her case – had she packed it herself, had it been out of her sight, did it contain electrical items? Andy barely listened to the questions. They seemed naïve. If she hadn’t packed it herself, would they open it and go through her belongings? If it contained a bomb, would she tell them? The security precautions seemed as ridiculous as the middle-aged policeman with his detector. Her daughter had been kidnapped, for God’s sake. Taken from her bed in the middle of the night, and she was being asked if she had batteries in her luggage. She had to fight to stop herself from screaming.


McEvoy tensed as he heard the car pull up outside. He looked at his watch. It was too soon for Canning to have got back from the airport. He picked up his Smith & Wesson, cocked the hammer, and moved on tiptoe to the back door. Outside, a car door opened and then slammed shut. Footsteps crunched along the path, towards the cottage. McEvoy flattened himself against the kitchen wall, the gun at the ready. The footsteps stopped. McEvoy breathed heavily, his mouth half open, his ears straining to hear what was going on outside. Someone knocked on the door. Three short raps. Then silence.


‘Who is it?’ McEvoy called, his finger tense on the trigger. There was no reply. ‘Who’s there?’ he repeated. No answer. McEvoy took the door key from his jeans pocket and slid it into the lock. He turned it, wincing at the loud metallic click, then pulled his hand away. Far off in the distance, a dog barked. Then another, closer. Not police dogs, McEvoy decided. Besides, if it was the police, and if it was a raid, they wouldn’t knock first.


He eased closer to the door, grabbed the handle, and pulled it open. There was no one there. He slowly moved across the threshold, the gun still raised. Whoever it was, they weren’t there any more. Why hadn’t he heard them walk away? A black Ford Scorpio was parked where the Mondeo had been.


‘Is there anybody there?’ he called. The only sound was the wind whistling through the conifers at the end of the garden. McEvoy held the gun at his side as he walked towards the car. The rear of the cottage wasn’t overlooked, but he didn’t want to risk waving the gun around in the open. The Scorpio was a rental, and it was locked. McEvoy looked around, the wind tugging at his unkempt black hair. He shivered. He was wearing only a thin denim shirt and cotton trousers and he had no shoes on his feet.


He padded back to the cottage and locked the kitchen door. As he went through to the sitting room, something hard was rammed against the side of his neck. ‘Surprise!’


‘Fuck,’ said McEvoy. ‘How the hell did you get in?’


The gun was taken away from his neck. ‘That’s for me to know,’ said Egan, tucking the gun back into the waistband of his jeans.


‘You couldn’t have got in through the back door,’ said McEvoy, flicking the safety catch of the .38 into place. ‘You were lucky I didn’t blow your fucking head off.’


Egan raised a disbelieving eyebrow and McEvoy felt his cheeks flush with embarrassment. He knew that if it had been for real it would have been his brains and not Egan’s that were splattered across the carpet. ‘Canning’s at the airport?’ asked Egan. He zipped up his leather bomber jacket and looked around the room. There was a half-empty bottle of Bushmills on the coffee table and dirty plates left over from the previous night’s meal, a cardboard box on the floor, and a video camera and a stack of videotapes on the sofa. Egan picked up the camera and checked it. He was wearing black leather gloves.


McEvoy nodded. ‘Should be back in an hour or so.’


‘How are you getting on with him?’


McEvoy shrugged indifferently. ‘He’ll do.’


‘And the girl?’


‘No problems.’ He jerked a thumb at the basement door. ‘Quiet as a lamb.’


Egan put the camera down. ‘Good job, George. Couldn’t have done it better myself.’ He reached into the inside pocket of his bomber jacket and took out an envelope. He handed it to McEvoy. ‘Bonus for you.’


McEvoy took the envelope and slid it unopened into his back pocket. ‘Cheers.’


‘Split it with Canning if you want, but I’ll leave it up to you.’ He nodded at the video camera and the cassettes. ‘Get them done as soon as you can, yeah? Then get Canning to take them over to McCracken.’


They walked outside together. ‘Make sure you torch the cottage afterwards,’ said Egan. ‘Burn it to the ground. Forensic scientists these days, all they need is one hair. The car, too.’


‘And the rest of the money?’ McEvoy had been paid twenty thousand pounds in advance and had been promised a further eighty thousand pounds, not counting the bonus in his pocket.


Egan patted him on the back. ‘It’ll be in the account within ten days,’ he said. He climbed into the Scorpio and McEvoy watched him drive away.


McEvoy went back into the cottage and locked the kitchen door. He took out the envelope and riffled through the notes. Five thousand pounds. New notes. McEvoy stuffed the envelope back into his pocket. Egan was a true professional. When he had first approached him, McEvoy had been suspicious. Kidnapping, especially kidnapping a child, wasn’t something that could be done lightly. Egan seemed to know everything about McEvoy, from the state of his bank account to his record with the Provisional Irish Republican Army. He seemed to know where all McEvoy’s bodies were buried, figuratively and literally. Some of the information Egan had could only have come from the IRA’s Army Council. Other details had obviously been obtained from government computers. McEvoy, however, knew next to nothing about Egan. He was an American, that was clear from his accent, and he had a military bearing that suggested he’d been in the armed forces, but he remained tight-lipped about his background. He was equally reticent about what he was up to, and would only give McEvoy and Canning the information they needed to carry out the kidnapping. It was for their own protection, he insisted. The less they knew, the less they could tell the authorities in the event of them being captured. Egan had assured McEvoy and Canning that the same level of secrecy applied over in England. If anything went wrong there, the two men wouldn’t be implicated.


McEvoy went through to the sitting room and poured himself a measure of Bushmills. He sat down and put his feet up on the coffee table. It wasn’t the first kidnapping that McEvoy had been involved in, but this was the first time he was doing it purely for financial reasons. It was the first time he’d been involved with the kidnapping of a child, too. Not that the fact that the victim was a seven-year-old girl worried McEvoy. The victim was meat, nothing more. A means to an end. He sipped his whiskey and brooded.


Martin’s company was based on an industrial estate twenty miles north of Dublin. The offices were in an H-shaped brick building with a flat roof, with a storage yard for heavy equipment behind and car parking spaces in front. When business was slow the yard would be full of earth movers, trucks and cement mixers, but for the past two years the company had been busier than ever and the yard was virtually empty. He parked and walked through reception to the management offices. His secretary looked up from her word-processor. ‘Coffee?’ Jill Gannon had been with the company for more than a decade. She was in her fifties, with a matronly figure that defeated all dieting and a kindly face that always seemed to be smiling. Martin had never seen her depressed, or without a chocolate bar on her desk.


‘No thanks, Jill. And don’t put any calls through for the next half an hour or so.’ He went inside his office and closed the door. He telephoned his bank and asked for the balance of his accounts. There was a little over ten thousand in his current account, another thirty thousand in a deposit account. Martin wrote the numbers down and then called a building society in the Channel Islands. He had a further ninety thousand pounds there, out of the reach of the Irish taxman. He arranged to have it transferred to his current account in Dublin, though he was told that they wouldn’t be able to carry out the transfer until they received written confirmation. Martin promised to send a letter by courier.


His next call was to his stockbroker, Jamie O’Connor. Jamie was an old friend – they’d been at school together and lived less than a mile from each other. According to Jamie, Martin’s stock portfolio was worth just under a quarter of a million pounds.


‘How long would it take to turn it into cash?’ Martin asked.


‘Cash? You want to sell them all? Jesus, Martin, I wouldn’t recommend that. The market here might be getting a bit toppy, but you’ve got a worldwide portfolio, and besides, you’re taking a long-term view, right?’


‘Things change, Jamie.’ The shares and bonds had been acquired over a ten-year period and had been intended as Martin’s pension fund. It would be easier to liquidate the portfolio than to arrange an overdraft or remortgage the house. He could always buy more shares. The company was flourishing, and if they went public as planned the shares he’d be placing would be worth millions. ‘Could you sell everything by close of business today?’


‘I could, sure. But I wouldn’t recommend it. The Irish shares, okay, but your Far Eastern exposure has taken a bit of a tumble recently. I’d suggest you hang on to them. And there’s a couple of your holdings that are due to pay their annual dividends next month – you’d be better off keeping them until they’ve gone ex-dividend.’


‘Everything, Jamie.’


‘Martin, are you okay? Has something happened?’


‘Everything’s fine. I just need some cash, that’s all. Andy’s got her heart set on a villa in Portugal and like a fool I agreed to buy it for her. We can afford it, what with the flotation and all.’


‘Well, it’s your decision, of course. All I can do is offer my professional advice, and I wouldn’t recommend liquidating a perfectly decent portfolio of shares to buy a villa in Portugal.’


‘Advice noted, Jamie. Close of business today, right?’


There was a slight hesitation from the broker, as if he was about to argue but then decided not to press the point. ‘Consider it done.’


‘And put the money straight into my current account with Allied Irish, will you?’


‘Oh, now that’s just being silly, Martin. You’ll be throwing away the interest.’


‘I’m going to need it in a hurry. Do you need written confirmation?’


‘No need. All the firm’s conversations are recorded. Look, are you sure about this?’


‘Dead sure, Jamie. Look, I’ve got another call. I’ll talk to you again soon.’


Martin put down the phone. A quarter of a million pounds, plus the money already in the bank, gave him a total of three hundred and eighty thousand pounds. Surely that would be enough? He sat at his desk with his head in his hands. What if it wasn’t? What if they wanted more? What would he do then?


‘Something to drink?’ asked the stewardess.


The voice jolted Andy out of her daydream. ‘Sorry?’ The plastic smile was a little less friendly, as if the stewardess resented having to ask twice. ‘Would you like a drink?’


Andy shook her head. The stewardess served the elderly couple who were sitting next to Andy and pushed her trolley down the aisle. Andy closed her eyes. Images of Katie filled her mind. Katie laughing at cartoons on the television, Katie smiling in her sleep, Katie holding her arms out to be lifted up and hugged. Andy breathed in through her nose. She could almost imagine that she was inhaling the fragrance of her daughter’s hair, sweet and clean. She wondered how Katie was feeling. Would she be scared? Crying for her mother? Would the men holding her be taking good care of her? Andy pictured her crouching tearfully in the corner of a dark room, with a menacing figure standing over her. She shivered and opened her eyes. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. What had Katie ever done to deserve this? Katie, who’d never harmed anyone, never shown anything but love to everyone around her, to strangers even. Katie, who was forever asking her parents to give money to the beggars in St Stephen’s Green, to adopt stray cats and to send money to each and every charitable appeal featured on television. Katie was a little angel, and whoever was putting her through this ordeal would burn in hell. Andy promised herself that whatever happened she would get her revenge on the men who’d kidnapped Katie. If it took her for ever, she’d make them pay.


She looked out of the window. Through the wispy clouds below she could make out the English coastline. It had been six months since she’d last been in London, a surprise weekend trip to celebrate her birthday. Martin had arranged everything – tickets for Cats, two nights in the Savoy and a rose on her pillow. Her parents had looked after Katie, but Andy had phoned every night. She’d always hated to be away from her daughter.


The captain announced that they were starting their descent and that they’d be landing within twenty minutes. Andy checked her seat belt. At the rear of the plane, the woman with dyed blonde hair and unnaturally green eyes slid her burgundy briefcase under the seat in front of her.


Martin looked up as the quick double knock was followed almost immediately by the office door opening. It was his partner, Padraig, his coat on and carrying his briefcase. ‘Are you up for a drink?’ he asked. Padraig was red-haired with a sprinkling of freckles across his nose, broad-shouldered from long sessions in the gym.


‘Nah, I want to get back,’ said Martin.


‘What about you and Andy coming around for dinner tomorrow? Louise wants to try out her fondue set. Up-market cheese dip.’


‘Tomorrow’s not good, mate. Maybe next week. I’ll check with Andy and let you know, okay?’


Padraig gave him a thumbs-up. ‘Okay, I’m off, then. I’m sure I’ll find somebody to drink with at the golf club.’


The telephone rang as Padraig closed the door. It was Jamie O’Connor, confirming that the entire portfolio had been sold. A total of two hundred and sixty-eight thousand pounds, which had been wired to Martin’s current account in Dublin.


Martin thanked him and put the phone down. He had the money, but why hadn’t he heard from the kidnappers? He’d checked with Jill several times but there had been no calls that she hadn’t put through. Maybe they were going to phone him at home. Maybe they’d already phoned Andy in London.


Martin had called directory enquiries and asked for the telephone number of the Strand Palace Hotel. He hadn’t called, though several times he’d started to dial the number. He was supposed to behave as normal, but did that mean that it was okay to telephone his wife?


The intercom on his desk buzzed, startling him. It was Jill, telling him that she was going home. He said goodnight. It was six o’clock. What was he supposed to do now? He was normally in the office until seven, but did the kidnappers know that the switchboard closed when Jill went home? Would they try to phone the office number? What would they do if they couldn’t get through?


He stood up and paced around the office. It was the not knowing that was driving him crazy. Not knowing the timescale, not knowing how much they wanted, not knowing how they intended to collect the money. And worst of all, not knowing what they had done to his dear, darling daughter. He kicked the door to his office and then punched it, so hard that he bruised his knuckles. He licked the bleeding flesh as tears pricked his eyes.


Andy sat on the hotel bed, staring at the telephone. All she had to do was to pick it up and within seconds she could be talking to her husband. Or the police. She shook her head. What could the police do?


She heard a whispering sound at the door and she went over to it. There was a white envelope on the floor. She picked it up and reached for the door handle, then hesitated. What would happen if she opened the door and saw whoever had delivered the envelope? What if she saw his face? She felt helpless – she didn’t know how she was supposed to react or what she was supposed to do. All control had been taken from her. She went back to the bed and sat down again. The envelope had been sealed and she used a fingernail to slit it open. Her mind was whirling. Forensic evidence, she thought. Fingerprints. Saliva. DNA. She had to keep the envelope – the police would be able to get information about the kidnappers from it.


There was a single sheet of paper inside. Andy unfolded it. It was hotel notepaper and the letter was typed. Capital letters again. Andy read it with shaking hands.


YOUR DAUGHTER IS QUITE SAFE AND SO LONG AS YOU FOLLOW OUR INSTRUCTIONS SHE WILL NOT BE HARMED.


AT NINE O’CLOCK TOMORROW MORNING YOU ARE TO CHECK OUT. TAKE ALL YOUR THINGS WITH YOU.


TURN RIGHT OUT OF THE HOTEL AND WALK DOWN THE STRAND. TURN RIGHT INTO BEDFORD STREET, AND LEFT INTO BEDFORD COURT. YOU WILL SEE A MULTI-STOREY CARPARK ON YOUR LEFT.


GO INSIDE THE CARPARK. GO UP TO THE THIRD FLOOR. THERE YOU WILL SEE A DARK BLUE TRANSIT VAN. ON THE SIDE OF THE VAN IS THE NAME OF A LANDSCAPING FIRM.


MAKE SURE NO ONE IS WATCHING YOU. OPEN THE REAR DOOR OF THE VAN AND GET IN. CLOSE THE DOOR BEHIND YOU. INSIDE THE VAN YOU WILL FIND A BLACK HOOD. PUT IT OVER YOUR HEAD AND WAIT.
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