




[image: images]











For the Love of Liverpool



Ruth Hamilton


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: image]









Contents


One


Two


Three


Four


Five


Six


Seven


Eight


Nine


Ten


Eleven


Twelve


Thirteen


Fourteen


Fifteen


Sixteen


Seventeen


Eighteen


Nineteen


Twenty









One


‘So what the hell happened to you? Did you drive through a hedge backwards in a tractor?’ Tim Dyson threw up his hands in a gesture of mock despair. Although tempted to manufacture a chuckle, he managed to contain his false mirth. ‘You come here to see me twice a month, give or take, face set in stone, no feelings on show – God forbid you should turn to worry or laughter or a bit of grief. And once, just once, you arrive flustered and two minutes plus some seconds late. Beads of sweat on your brow, too. And it’s all about a woman? A bloody woman and a stranger to boot?’


Alex Price, hands still dug deep in pockets, shrugged. ‘She wasn’t wearing boots. Her shoe broke. Those skyscraper heels should come with a government health warning.’ Don’t look at me like that, as if you expect me to be normal. I don’t do the emotion thing. Shit, I need to get out of here. There – that’s a feeling, isn’t it? Impatience?


‘For your benefit or for hers? The health warning, I mean.’


Alex continued to gaze out of the window at Rodney Street, the place where some ills might be cured and the bank accounts of many customers became noticeably diminished. It had to be one of the costliest streets in Liverpool. ‘She was . . . different,’ he admitted finally.


‘Different from the not-quite-Stepford Wives you employ at your head office?’ Tim kept his tone light. ‘Do you clone them like Dolly the sheep? Tell me, do your female employees work on batteries or do they need winding up each morning? Come on, Alex – react, for heaven’s sake.’ Tim studied his old mate, the slope of his shoulders, the hands hidden deep in his pockets.


Sometimes, riling and tormenting his friend from childhood actually provoked a reaction, but this evening Alex remained quiet while Tim rattled on. ‘The Price girls aren’t ugly, but they’re not pretty, and none will see thirty-five again.’ He waited for a moment before asking, ‘Do they make you feel safe?’ But Alex was still refusing to rise to the bait.


Ah. The man swung round. ‘You’re the one winding me up, Tim. Well, you’re trying to.’ Alex paused. ‘I should have gone for actual therapy to someone I don’t know, but old school tie and all that, misplaced loyalties, and—’


‘And I’m familiar with what happened to you.’ Tim rose to his feet and walked round the desk, placing himself within reach of his complex, damaged friend. ‘I was there, remember? Look, I’m happy to be your dustpan and brush, but you have to let the crumbs hit ground level before I can sweep up. How did you feel? You must feel something, sometimes. I repeat – how did you feel, you aggravating bastard?’


‘What? When?’


Sighing, the psychologist shook his head. ‘When you saved that woman from having a nasty accident, possibly a broken ankle – how did you feel?’


After a contemplative pause, Alex answered. ‘Shaken. And . . . odd. I felt odd.’ She looked through me, as if those bright eyes scorched all the way to my spine, but I’m not going to say that, because you’d have a field and flag day with it. Should I go for counselling rather than rehash the same old arguments with my best friend? I suppose the result would be the same, because I built this cage myself.


Here came progress, Tim decided. Odd was an emotion, wasn’t it? ‘Right. Good odd, or bad odd?’


‘I don’t know.’ Well, that’s true enough, I suppose.


Tim returned to his chair. Getting Alex to express feelings was like pulling a tiger’s teeth without anaesthetic. ‘Not that I’ve any experience with tiger dentistry,’ he muttered.


‘What? Are you considering becoming an animal behaviourist? Because I’m not sharing a sofa with an orangutan.’


‘Alex, you’re driving me crazy. I’ll be the one wearing a back-to-front coat in a padded cell.’ Tim closed his laptop. ‘A short time ago, you helped a woman who had broken a shoe as she stepped out of a cab. That affected you.’


‘Did it?’


‘And when you arrived here a few minutes late – and you don’t do late – you were preoccupied. In fact, you looked like a man about to face a firing squad.’


‘Did I?’


‘Yes. Was she pretty?’


‘Possibly.’


‘Eyes?’


‘Two. Yes, she had two. Two is clearly her favourite number, because she had two legs, two arms and two—’


‘Colour of the eyes?’


‘Blue.’


‘Hair?’


‘A lot of it. Medium blonde, I think would fit. Dark for a blonde, too light for brown. She was sad. Not just about the shoe, but about life. Downturned mouth. Or perhaps the shoes were Louboutins – a lot to lose. Are you satisfied with my description?’


‘Ah. Are you after my job?’


Alex shook his head. ‘I haven’t time for your job. Too busy cloning sheep and Stepford Wives.’ At last, he sat on the couch. ‘The dreams are back.’


‘Nightmares?’


‘Sometimes. Occasionally, it’s all been a mistake and we’re together, the whole family, including an improved Susan, having a meal or running around on a beach somewhere. She’s your next client, by the way.’


‘Who is?’


‘The broken-heel woman. She’s sitting in your waiting room, barefoot and carrying one shoe.’


Tim Dyson raised the lid of his sleeping laptop and clicked the screen on. ‘Ah, yes. But you’re here to tell me about you. Go back to the dreams, because it’s vital that you talk about the ones that stick in your mind.’ He should have read the new woman’s notes earlier on, but he’d had a difficult day.


Alex had had enough of talking about his dreams – a little went a long way. Unable to sit on the couch a moment longer he jumped to his feet, donated the extra time to Cinderella, ordered his friend to keep the woman here, and made for the door.


‘Cinderella?’ Tim asked, a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. He could use those free minutes to scan the neglected notes.


Alex stopped and turned. ‘That story was about shoes, right?’


The therapist stayed where he was; once Alex Price made a decision, there was no holding him. ‘You’re going for shoes, aren’t you, Prince Charming?’


‘See you in a fortnight. I’m off to find glass slippers. I wonder if she has ugly sisters?’


Alone, Tim Dyson looked at the notes about Miss One Shoe. She seemed to have some baggage, although certainly not enough to fill the hold of a jumbo jet, and her early history was not as dramatic as Alex’s. He read on. Oh, but it became dramatic, heavily so. Two injured people, then. ‘And there’s chemistry,’ he said to himself. ‘Alex felt odd. Strange, since he’s felt nothing since the 1990s. Or he pretends he’s felt nothing. This has the potential to become one big bloody mess.’


He continued to stare at Miss One Shoe’s notes, but his mind refused to focus, too full of thoughts of his close friend. Alex Price was a talented man. Locals had been heard to describe him as a bloke with so many fingers in so many pies that they didn’t know whether to offer him gravy or custard. The reason why he hired the Stepfords was simple – attractive women affected him, just as they affected all healthy young men. Price females needed to be plain.


‘Bugger this – concentrate!’ he ordered himself. His next patient, Katherine Owen, had OCD, PTSD, abandonment issues (weren’t they a Yankee invention?), anxiety, depression and now a broken shoe. Panic attacks were frequent and free-floating, usually with no immediately visible trigger. And the police had . . . ‘Oh, my God.’ No way. No way should Alex Price take an interest in Miss Owen. A bell rang deep inside Tim’s brain. It had been in all the dailies, had merited bold headlines. Details? He would find them.


But he couldn’t put a stop to a relationship that hadn’t started. He was a qualified physician, so his mouth was glued shut by the Hippocratic Oath. Yet he had also become a psychologist because listening was often better and more effective than writing prescriptions. Bugger. Oh, well; it was time to face the music.


He pressed the buzzer and she floated in. She wasn’t exactly barefoot; she wore stockings or tights, and the surviving shoe dangled from her left hand.


‘Good evening, Miss Owen.’


She waved the bereaved footwear. ‘Sorry about the disarray, but I lost a heel. This shoe is now a very sad object, as its identical twin is deceased. Requiescat,’ she whispered, placing the item on the floor.


‘Sorry to hear that,’ Tim said, a friendly smile visiting his face. She was feisty for a depressive. He paused. ‘Do you feel like talking?’ After Alex, someone willing to communicate might make a healthy change.


The woman fixed him with eyes of a startling shade of blue; this one wasn’t merely pretty – she was a bloody stunner. English rose complexion, full lips, good figure. ‘You have my history?’ she asked.


‘Yes.’ Again, he waited; again, he wished he’d done a better job with her notes. He amended his statement. ‘The more salient points, anyway.’


She raised her beautifully shaped eyebrows. ‘If you’ve read the best bits, then you know I’m a mess.’


Tim shook his head. ‘I know no such thing, Miss Owen. You’re a client. I have a tendency not to attach labels to people who’ve travelled a hard road. Are you taking medication?’


She nodded once. ‘Anti-depressants, Diazepam and Armagnac.’


‘Not all at once, surely?’


‘Panic attacks equal one and a half Diazepam and a slug of brandy. If it works, don’t knock it.’


Tim grinned at her. He’d met this type before, of course. She was confrontational, challenging and well educated. Miss Owen aimed barbs at herself in order to deflect attention from her pain; she didn’t want pity, hated empathy, was almost totally guarded. Tall and elegant, she surely accepted and embraced her beauty – or did she? If not, she would hardly be the first occupant of this room to underestimate his or her own physical attractiveness. Alex Price was similar. Tim was realistic – he knew that he himself was more than just average-looking, and some had even called him handsome, but Alex and this woman were in a different league. ‘Promise me that you won’t ever use all three at the same time.’


‘No, I’m not suicidal. The don’t-jump-off-the-bridge pills I take at night. I’ve been prescribed those since long before the . . . incident. I was diagnosed several years ago. Well, misdiagnosed might be nearer the mark. I am not bipolar, not psychotic. My illness was created by . . . circumstance.’


He watched as a pale pink blush travelled across her cheekbones. The woman didn’t know him from Adam, and it was her first appointment. This was getting-to-know-you time, and she might not like him as a therapist, so he took the usual mental step back. ‘No need to talk about the details just yet,’ he advised her, ‘but I’d like to know something about you.’


She inhaled deeply, exhaled through her mouth. ‘I was born in London, raised in London, attended Imperial College, London, worked in London. I had to leave after the event. So I’ve given up my name, my home and my job.’


‘Your daughter?’ he asked, his tone gentle. He watched the pain in her eyes, the way her shoulders suddenly dropped slightly.


‘Is abroad with my parents. I’m hoping she’ll be bilingual in a few years.’


Tim nodded encouragingly. ‘So your mum and dad are giving her a sense of continuity?’


‘Yes. And in case you’re wondering, the answer is no, I didn’t find it easy to let her go. Fortunately, my parents have been taking Amelia abroad since she was very young – just for holidays, of course.’ The woman straightened her spine. ‘My daughter was and is my world, doctor—’


‘Tim. Call me Tim.’


‘Right, Tim. I’m Kate and I had to disappear. People will be searching for a brunette with a four-year-old daughter.’ She almost smiled at his shocked expression. ‘Yes, it’s a good wig, one of several in the same shade. I have two more styled in up-dos. Real hair. I sometimes wonder whether some poor nuns have contributed their crowning glory to help me find safety. The point is, I had to keep my little girl protected and her mother alive, since grandparents do not last forever. They’re a very close couple. If one died, the other wouldn’t cope with life, let alone with a small child. Suicide is not an option for me.’


‘I understand.’


She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, they blazed with a mixture of grief and anger. ‘Sleep eludes me,’ she stated baldly. ‘And I’m living proof that sleeping pills are not the best idea. Their efficacy fades, and eventually I had to take them with alcohol. A dessertspoonful of brandy for a panic attack is one thing, but a large glass of red wine with pills at bedtime is a slippery slope, and I have too much to do.’


He nodded. At least this one was talking.


‘I was a set designer for London theatres.’


‘Yes?’


‘I loved my job. My qualification is in chemistry, but I’ve always been what my father calls arty-farty, so I followed my heart, not my extremely boring honours degree.’


‘Not easy,’ Tim said.


‘It is if you know the right people, some of whom managed to be the wrong people. Anyway, that was then and this is now. I’ve bought a crumbling mess in Blundellsands and I shall renovate and style it, sell it, then start again with another piece of dilapidation. It’s just a bigger stage on different levels, and I know I can do it. Apart from a few tradesmen coming and going, I’ll be alone. No one here knows me, and that makes me feel safer.’


‘And hopefully, not buried under crumbling brickwork,’ Tim chuckled.


She laughed. ‘God, I never thought of that.’


He had to ask. ‘Do you have what is semantically termed a significant other? Someone you left behind, perhaps?’


Her reply was immediate. ‘Amelia is my only significant other. Without her to live for, I’d probably have been dredged out of sediment in the Thames some time ago.’


‘Witness Protection?’


‘The police know where I am, yes.’


‘Bodyguard?’


‘Two failed police dogs. They respond if I tell them to kill. They also accept those I nominate as friends, so they’re not dangerous unless they need to be.’


‘Joke?’


‘No. I trusted humanity for a while, but . . . well, the way things were, I knew plenty of bodyguards. They existed on the rim of criminality, and although I’m not saying that all security people are open to bribery, my own experiences have made me wary. I trust my dogs. They have worried to death many a second-hand mannequin no longer fit for shop windows. As long as I don’t shout the k-word in a certain tone of voice, they’re tranquil and quite good fun. I love them, they love me; it’s a simple enough equation.’


The conversation died a natural death. Kate made a second appointment before picking up her shoe and leaving for the waiting room, where she found herself in the company of Alex Price and three rectangular boxes on the floor in front of him. ‘Ah,’ was all she managed.


He fared slightly better. ‘Choose shoes,’ he mumbled.


‘Poetic.’ She waited while he removed lids. ‘No stilettos,’ was her next statement. ‘I suppose you’re trying to help me avoid another accident. Thank you.’


He handed her the broken shoe she’d left behind in the street. ‘This may be repairable. I got your size from it, so it was useful after all. The shop had closed, but he opened up for me.’


‘You’re an influential man, then?’


‘According to legend, yes. I own the block of shops, and he gave me these. Apparently, they’re very last year.’


She bent to study the footwear.


Alex, determinedly unimpressed, shifted his gaze from a pair of legs that seemed to go on until a week on Tuesday. She was beautiful and was, therefore, an item to be avoided.


‘I like them all,’ she said. ‘Tell me where the shop is, and I’ll pop in and pay what I owe.’


‘No need. They were taking up space and gathering dust. Keep them.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is the shoe shop man sure?’


‘Yes.’


They bent simultaneously to pick up a box, and their fingers collided for a fraction of a second. Each backed away quickly from the pulse that passed between them, shorter than a heartbeat, sharper than a honed knife.


Kate straightened and looked into dark chocolate brown eyes. She thought she glimpsed a cocktail of fear, confusion and hurt. Then the eyes cleared, and she saw nothing at all. How did he manage that, and why did he do it? The man wasn’t merely handsome; he was beautiful, with a square jaw, untamed hair, a straight nose and a damned good body. But she got the distinct impression he didn’t like himself. Could she help him, and could he help her?


Alex lowered himself into a chair, his gaze magnetically locked with hers. This was great, just great – wasn’t it? He’d run business meetings full of sharks and wild cats almost biting each other; he’d bidden high and partly blind on the stock exchange, and he’d been ruthless when buying companies, smashing them up, selling off pieces and people . . . and here she was. Such bright, clear eyes she had. They were eating into him with questions to which there were probably no answers, and he noticed in her face – just for a moment – something that was no stranger to desire. Had he met his Waterloo? Because there was no denying that she was very lovely.


‘Thank you,’ she said again, her voice shaky.


He managed to look away, but continued to feel the burn of her eyes. Burn? Blue was a cold colour . . . ‘Would you like me to drive you home?’ Where had that come from? His mouth seemed to be working of its own accord; no connection whatsoever to his brain.


‘I have my phone, so I’ll call a cab.’


The inner door opened and Tim Dyson strolled out. Prince Charming and his Cinderella were still here. ‘No glass slippers, Alex?’ he joked before turning to Kate. ‘I suspected that your hero might have gone to fetch shoes, and I was right. If you’ve no car, I’m sure he’ll drive you home with those three boxes and your other bag.’


‘No need,’ Kate began, but Tim hadn’t finished.


‘You’d better hurry, you two, because Mrs Melia will be here shortly with the Mad Moppers. You mustn’t come between Mrs Melia and her disinfectant. She can be very fierce.’


‘And so can I,’ Kate promised.


Tim chuckled as he descended the stairs. Perhaps the two sorely mismatched people in the waiting room might even be good for each other. Explosions sometimes cleared the air, and there was definitely an attraction between them. Predictably, Alex’s body language had been reminiscent of a tranquillized sloth, but Kate had appeared . . . hungry? Was that the right word? Bugger psychology, anyway; this was poker night.


I am driving the Merc, but something is driving me, and I’m moving too fast. Must get a grip, because I don’t want to drown. Dad taught me to swim when I was about four, but he didn’t live long enough to advise me with regard to avoiding certain women. Yes, I’m afraid of them and yes, I know why. So does Tim.


‘Turn left before that level crossing,’ Kate Owen says as we pass the entrance to the West Lancashire Golf Club. She’s in the passenger seat with a large handbag on her knee and two shoeboxes in the footwell. The third ended up in a rubbish bin once she’d decided which pair to wear. Her broken stiletto and its intact partner are in the capacious bag that bears an insignia suspiciously like the Gucci logo.


Merrilocks Road, the sign says. ‘Strange name,’ I remark.


‘I think it’s pretty,’ she replies. She’s probably one of those females who own an answer for everything. A slender finger points right. ‘That’s my house.’


There are two pairs of old, drunken gates, one at each end of a semicircular driveway. I park near the front door of a three-storey house, once grand but now sad and dilapidated.


‘Come in and look at the “before” picture, Alex. I shall be turning it into apartments.’


I shouldn’t go in. I know full bloody well that I should drive off back to Strawberry Mead, my safe place, the house I’ve had designed to please me and me alone. Well, me and the memory of Lennon, a hero of mine. She’s lovely. I like her. She makes me laugh, so I should get the hell out of here pronto. Very few people cause me to grin, but she’s one of those very few.


She offers what she must believe is a sweetener to get me inside the house. ‘Come and meet Castor and Pollux. They’re guard dogs, but they won’t hurt you. Don’t be intimidated by their size.’


I hesitate, though I’m used to dogs. ‘Why? Are they unusually big?’


‘Yes, but you’re more likely to have your ankle bitten by a terrier. I’m not a fan of small dogs.’


Dogs are my weakness; I am currently the property of two Labradors and two huskies, all rescued. Now I’m out of the Merc while she opens her front door, and I’m faced by two of the hugest Alsatians I ever saw. They are gorgeous. When they notice me, they grind to a halt, sit, and stare their owner, clearly awaiting commands.


‘Friend,’ she tells them.


They start doing what might be called a happy dance, though they wouldn’t get far on Strictly. Also, rather too large for such frivolous behaviour, they might cause a shift in tectonic plates or movement in the house’s foundations. My hands are licked until they are almost dripping wet. Next, I am led on a tour of the neglected and very large property. It seems to go on forever; she says she’ll be turning it into three luxury apartments. Then she comes to life, telling me about her job as a theatre set designer.


‘Lucky, no licky,’ she commands, and I laugh. She explains that shouting the dog’s name on Crosby beach is not a good idea. ‘He got reduced to Lucky. Pollux sounds like male reproductive equipment. Mind, they still show me up by peeing all over Gormley’s statues.’


Why do I ache? This isn’t the first beautiful woman I’ve encountered. My mother was stunning. There’s something else, isn’t there? This evening, in the presence of a female stranger, I almost feel the water closing over my head, and I’ve forgotten how to swim and when to breathe. I feel. She makes me feel. And I don’t like it. It’s unsafe.


She breaks my train of thought. ‘And this is my safe place, humble but my own.’ She’s chosen to live in three of eighteen rooms.


Her area, her curl-up-and-be-myself spot, is vast and on the ground floor. She’s gone minimalist when it comes to decor, and I guess she’s one of those rare people who could stick a second class stamp in a huge, gilded frame, call it art, and get away with it. The bed’s a king size – is she expecting company? Her gaze accompanies mine. ‘I tend to sleep diagonally,’ she explains. Yes, she’s very tall.


The dogs’ beds are on the floor near the sofa.


‘My bathroom’s through that door, kitchen through the other.’ There’s the sleeping area with drawers and wardrobes, then a living area with a dining set in light oak, a very plain L-shaped sofa with scatter cushions, and a flat screen TV over a magnificent fireplace. In a recess next to the chimney breast sits a desk with a computer and a tidy pile of papers. Everything is super-organized, super-clean.


Like a third guard dog, I follow her into the kitchen. It’s pristine, with everything in its proper place, no clutter, no sign of human life. It looks as if it’s never been used.


She reads my thoughts. ‘I have OCD,’ she explains. ‘I’m told it happens when fight-or-flight doesn’t work, when life gets too complicated to control. We freeze. A thaw sets in, and we sometimes get OCD. That’s when this starts, the need to be in charge of small things, like salt, pepper, sugar, coffee and tea.’ She sighs. ‘I do hope I’ll grow out of it.’


‘May I sit?’


‘Sorry – of course.’


I place myself at the kitchen table.


‘Coffee? Tea?’ she asks.


‘No, thanks. I can’t stay long. Mrs Boswell will be champing at the bit. She’s my housekeeper, and her hours are variable, but she likes to go to the pub on a Friday night. She and her husband have an annexe attached to my house, though they’ll be dog-sitting.’


‘You have dogs? Wonderful.’


‘No, no – dogs have me. Churchill and Mac are black Labradors, Laurel and Hardy blue-eyed huskies. The Labs are placid, but the others cling to their wolf ancestors – just a wee bit on the wild side.’


‘You’re not married?’


‘No. You?’


She lowers her eyelids for a second. ‘He died.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Those bluest of blue eyes fix on me again. ‘I’m not.’


I’m lost for words. She isn’t. She’s rattling on again about her work, about being an assistant something or other on The Mousetrap – isn’t that the one that’s been running forever? I suppose they’ll have to keep renewing bits and pieces on the stage. The Donmar Warehouse is mentioned, as is the Adelphi – even the Palladium. The subject has changed completely since the mention of her dead husband. Why is she in Liverpool?


‘Why are you in Liverpool?’ she asks. Does this woman have satnav attached to my brain?


‘I like Liverpool, always have. I’ve been here since I was at uni.’


‘And Tim?’


‘The same. He studied medicine.’


‘What about you?’


God, she’s nosy. ‘English literature. I dropped out.’


‘Why?’


Bloody hell. ‘I inherited a sum of money from my paternal grandparents, went into property, bought some shops and houses, opened various sorts of clubs in the city. Tim stayed, too.’


She sits opposite me. ‘You’re both from further inland,’ she says.


‘Yes, cotton and coal country. Bolton. He’s a year or two older than I am.’ And he was there for me all those years ago, has been with me ever since. I have many acquaintances, dozens of business connections but few friends. I trust my dogs, my housekeeper, her husband and Tim. Beyond them, I’m not sure I trust many people, especially those of the female persuasion.


‘Do you have friends?’


Here we go again. She’s invading my very personal space. ‘Just a few. My business is time-consuming.’


‘So how do you relax?’


Is this the bloody Spanish Inquisition? Speak up for yourself, Alex. ‘Why do I feel as if I’m being interviewed for a job?’ I ask her.


Kate frowns. ‘Sorry. I don’t get out much these days, so you’re probably my first real victim. My car’s having surgery, and I’ve been shut in for days.’


I give her a small, apologetic smile. ‘I don’t get out much, either. I do play squash very badly in one of the clubs I own. I walk my dogs. Sometimes, I do a round of the clubs, like a spot check – I even serve behind a bar from time to time. You?’


She shrugs. ‘I’ve been here for just a few weeks. I’ve spoken to shopkeepers, three plumbers, the mechanic who’s mending my car, a couple of electricians, Tim and you. Blundellsands keeps itself to itself, I think. That suits me, because I do the same.’


I wait before speaking. ‘I hope you don’t mind my asking, but are you in hiding?’


‘Aren’t we all? We wouldn’t need counselling otherwise. Yes, I’m keeping a low profile. But you might be able to cheer me up.’


I’m panicking. The way she’s looking at me, as if I’m some kind of saviour, a lifeline. I could get lost in those eyes. Kate Owen is special. For me, she’s dangerous. The idea of what some call true love scares the hell out of me. True love means giving someone the ability to hurt you. I can’t go there; will not go there.


She’s grinning mischievously.


‘How do I cheer you up?’ I ask finally.


‘A dog picnic,’ she replies. ‘If teddy bears can have a picnic in the woods, Castor and Lucky, Laurel and Hardy, Churchill and Mac can enjoy a party on Crosby beach. Sunday morning, eleven o’clock. Bring treats, poo bags and leads.’


She remembers the names of my dogs. And I know I’m already dangerously close to losing myself in her, though I mustn’t let it show.


‘Do I get an answer?’ she’s asking now. ‘Because you’re hardly the most communicative of people.’


I tell her I’m thinking through my weekend schedule. And the snare tightens when she asks for my mobile number. She taps it into her Samsung, and mine rings. ‘Right,’ she says, ‘done and dusted – we each have the other’s number.’


Oh well, that’s me sorted out for the rest of my flaming life. This isn’t about Sunday and six dogs on a beach; it’s about forever. She thinks I haven’t noticed her eyes wandering over me, but I’ve had my rogue female alert system fine-tuned for years. I’m not bragging when I describe myself as handsome – it’s a clinical fact. Yes, I am responding at animal level, but that’s something I can cope with. What bothers me is that I don’t know how to deal with feelings, since I built a wall round me years ago.


Why her, why now? Why not one of what Tim calls my Stepfords, or the manager at Charm, a barmaid at Cheers, one of the many members at Check Mate, my club for singles? There are women a-plenty at Chillex, my newly acquired health centre, but nobody stands out as The One. And after spending a couple of hours in the company of Kate Owen . . . Oh, bugger it. I’d better go and face Mrs Boswell’s music.


The Boswells were Alex’s two Bees – Brenda and Brian. Brian looked after the grounds and did minor repairs and decorating in the house, but the place was 100 per cent Brenda’s. It mattered not that an architect had designed it, that craftsmen had built it, that Alex had paid for it; this was her baby. She employed a couple of ‘scrubbers’ during the week, tough and brawny women who attacked floors and windows, but Brenda was definitely ringmaster. No one touched ‘her’ silver, ‘her’ china, ‘her’ kitchen cabinets. Alex sometimes wondered whether he’d be missed if he disappeared.


He’d been missed tonight. The diminutive figure of Mrs Bee was standing in the entrance hall with her arms folded across her second best coat, and a foot tapping on the parquet. She didn’t tap frequently, using the habit only when extremely agitated. ‘You’re late,’ she accused.


‘Yes, I am.’


She inhaled deeply. ‘You smell of perfume, expensive perfume. I think it’s that Channel Five.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’ The foot continued to tap.


He hung his coat in the cloaks cupboard. She was dying to ask, but he played along for a while. ‘We ran late at the office, then I went to see Tim. He was in let’s-make-Alex-laugh mode. He failed.’


Brenda straightened in a vain attempt to look taller.


‘Are the dogs all right?’ Alex asked.


‘Fine. They’re in the paddock with Brian. Has Tim Dyson joined Champs aux Fraises?’ Her French accent left a lot to be desired.


Champs aux Fraises was Alex’s gay club in Liverpool. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Try the English version, Brenda. Champs aux Fraises means Strawberry Fields. And very few men wear women’s perfumes, though some of the lesbians might.’


Brenda shook her head. He had to have been close to a woman tonight. She spent her days vacillating between worrying about his remaining single and wondering whether a wife might get rid of housekeeper and handyman. But now wasn’t the occasion for imagining; this was bull-by-the-horns time. ‘Who is she?’


He chuckled. ‘Kate Owen. She broke her shoe, and I drove her home. She lives in Blundellsands.’


But Brenda Boswell hadn’t been on the planet for over sixty years without learning about undercurrents, tensions in the air, and expressions on the face and in the voice of a man she’d worked for for over five of those years. ‘You like her,’ she stated.


‘And?’


She was flustered. ‘I’m just saying.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Are you seeing her again?’


‘Yes. You’ll be late for the pub. Brian will have been replaced on the darts team, and your friends will have started the dominoes marathon. Think of all the gossip you’ll be missing.’


‘When?’


‘Now – this very minute. You are late.’


‘I know we’re late. We’re late because you’re late.’


‘Sorry.’


Her mouth tightened. She knew he was playing her like an old fiddle, and she knew that he knew that she knew. ‘I didn’t mean that when. I meant when will you be seeing—’


‘Brenda, leave me alone, love.’


She didn’t move, though Alex did. Within seconds, he was on the floor under four dogs, each animal vying for attention. Brian stood over the tangle of limbs and tails. ‘We’ll be off, then,’ he called.


Alex waited until he heard the front door close. ‘Peace, perfect peace,’ he murmured while extricating himself from four wet tongues, four happy tails and sixteen feet. They sniffed. Chanel No. 5 didn’t bother them, though they needed to assimilate the aroma of Kate’s dogs.


He knew how to distract them. ‘Food,’ he yelled, and four dogs disappeared through the kitchen and into the utility room. He followed. Unless he was away on business, the dogs were his. He fed them, walked them and, when he could catch them before they fled, he showered them. The canny creatures knew when their master planned to attack with water, so containing them on shower days was not easy.


The Labradors, furry vacuum cleaners, inhaled their dinner, while their lupine companions ate more delicately. Alex let Churchill and Mac into the dog run outside before sitting on a stool to watch the beautiful huskies. Labradors were very attached to humans, but the winning over of Laurel and Hardy, whose mother had died, had been hard work. Alex had been their new mother; he was the one who’d taken over a month off work to get them feeding from bottles. They were beautiful dogs, with thick coats and blue eyes. She had blue eyes . . .


As a picture of Kate Owen filled his imagination, his mobile phone belted out the tune from Match of the Day. It was her. ‘Hello,’ he said.


‘Thank you for helping me.’


‘Think nothing of it.’ He could sense her smile.


‘Just returning the favour, making sure you got home safely.’ She laughed.


‘I did.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Feeding the hungry. Churchill and Mac have finished. Laurel and Hardy have better manners.’


There was a pause of several seconds. ‘Will you come on Sunday, Alex?’


‘Yes. Have you checked the tides?’


She had. Of course she had. ‘Let’s go to the part near the lifeguard station,’ she suggested.


‘OK, boss.’


She laughed again. ‘See you Sunday.’


‘Yes, see you then.’


The connection died. Alex turned to Laurel. ‘And here’s another fine mess you’re getting me into.’ He let the huskies out into the run for ten minutes. Experiencing a strange mixture of trepidation and excitement, he found his supper and went to seek his DVD of Turner & Hooch; it was Churchill’s favourite. It would soon be Sunday.









Two


It was a warm day for mid-April. A couple of light showers had washed the world clean just after dawn, and the air was freshened by a light breeze. As the sun neared its zenith, rays played on the water like excited children, while shadows of statues depicting Gormley’s Another Place began to shrink on the sands of Crosby.


Alex Price sat on the erosion steps, two Labradors to his left, two huskies to his right. As keeper of several dogs, he had to make sure they knew the rules, the first of which was Thou shalt not bother strangers, while the second, Sit still until I tell you to move, had all members of the tribe quivering expectantly. Well, Alex wasn’t exactly quivering, though his heart and mind were both busy.


She was here. He knew that, because several males stopped on the sand and stared over his head through the rails that separated the steps from a tarmac-covered parking and walking area. And he was feeling again, because he didn’t like other people looking at her. She wasn’t his; she was just a woman who’d broken a shoe and asked a lot of questions. Was this jealousy? Whatever its name, it was new and confusing, and he hoped it would disappear soon.


Kate Owen, in skin-tight jeans twinned with a sweater in a lighter blue, was coming down the slope with her magnificent Alsatian guards. Her hair was up, serving to emphasize her jawline and a long, slender neck. Men continued to stare, but she had eyes only for him. ‘Hello,’ she yelled. ‘Glad you made it.’


Alex held up leads, treats and a bundle of bags for dog waste. ‘I’m armed,’ he warned.


Kate released her dogs. They turned right and made for the river.


‘Go,’ Alex ordered, and his four dogs ran in pursuit of Kate’s two. He stood up, but Kate was having none of it. She sat and pulled his hand until he joined her. ‘They’ll be fine, Alex. My dogs know the scent of yours from Friday, from your clothes, and you took the smell of Castor and Lucky home to your lot.’


‘Pollux,’ he said, retrieving his tingling hand.


‘Same to you. May I press you to a chicken salad sandwich?’


The dogs came and went, came and went, keen to have treats of chicken and dog biscuits. Their significant humans talked of matters mundane – the cost of a new clutch for her car, the weather, the Viking settlements of Great Crosby, Little Crosby, Thornton and Blundellsands.


She swallowed. ‘Over there, I saw thousands of bricks worn down by the tides. Why? They run parallel with the golf course.’


‘Houses fell into the river.’


‘No!’


He grinned, unable to look at her, yet not wanting to take his eyes off her. ‘That’s why these steps were built. The river is a hungry animal, very invasive. At one time, there was a theory that Blundellsands would be under water in a hundred years. This is called the erosion with good reason. We’re literally holding back the tide.’


‘Oh dear.’ She paused. ‘Alex?’


He still couldn’t look at her directly.


‘Are you afraid of me?’


He was. ‘Not at all,’ he lied.


‘Back in a moment. I’m going dolloping.’ She grabbed a pile of dog bags and ran off to clean up after their canine charges. Ah, so ‘dolloping’ was her word for scooping up dog muck. The unsavoury task seemed not to faze her in the least – she even chatted to other walkers while she cleaned patches of the beach and shoved her finds into a Tesco carrier bag before tying it. It seemed as if the whole world followed in her footsteps, though few females took part in what looked rather like a casual bridal procession, except for the absence of flowers.


On her return, she placed her burden in a larger bin liner, whipped a packet of Simple wipes from her bag, scrubbed her hands, returned to her bag and smeared both hands with antiseptic from a plastic bottle.


‘Are you sure that you picked up after just our dogs and not a whole zoo?’ he asked.


With no hesitation, she put him in his place. ‘Dog faeces can blind a child. I didn’t stop to measure the items to assess which breed they came from. Now’ – she smiled broadly – ‘tell me about your clubs. They will be my next adventure.’


Alex shrugged. Her next adventure? Oh, hell on toast. ‘I have five.’


‘Exciting.’


‘And they all begin with C-h.’


‘Why?’


‘Why not? They are Charm, Cheers, Checkmate, Chillex and Champs aux Fraises. That last one means Strawberry Fields.’


‘I know. I have A-level French.’


Of course she did. She was probably proficient in many disciplines. ‘A woman of many talents, then.’


‘Charm?’ she prompted.


‘It’s a dance club with a good sprung floor, ballroom lessons two nights a week, salsa night, jive night. It’s busy. Patrons tend to be on the mature side, though salsa and jive both attract some younger people. Charm’s doing well. They have tea dances in the afternoons for retired people. Most clubs are for younger folk, so I plugged a gap in the market.’


‘Your face lit up just now,’ she observed. ‘That means you enjoy your clubs. What about Cheers, then?’


Alex grinned. ‘I share ownership with an American who has a passion for Liverpool, for Texas and for the TV show. He puts a joke across the counter with most drinks, runs quiz nights, and hires very pretty Scouse girls. Calls himself Bobby Ray Carson, though his Southern accent is dodgy – he’s from New York. Cheers has regulars, just like the TV show. It also attracts alcoholics and binge drinkers, so security is tight.’


Simultaneously, they realized that they were being stared at by six very bedraggled animals.


‘Oh, God,’ Kate exclaimed. ‘They look like filthy strays.’


‘It’s not God, it’s the river,’ Alex replied. ‘It’s a sight cleaner than it used to be, but it still serves up some crap.’


She jumped to her feet. ‘Let’s walk them round to my place. I have a doggy wet room just inside the back door.’


‘I came in the dog van, Kate. It will take six in the back, so I’ll drive you home, and you can take Castor and Pollux inside while I get my four back to my house.’


‘Nonsense. I’ll clean all the dogs. Oh, and I made scouse for later, thought it might help you feel at home. I got the recipe from a Liverpool group on Facebook. Very helpful people, these Scousers.’


Alex nodded, acknowledging the truth of that. ‘All right, it’s a deal. I have to warn you, though, my lot have an allergy to legal water. I can take them into a dry field and they’ll find one small puddle and cover themselves in mud, and then refuse to be washed by me. They love only naturally occurring waters.’ It was becoming clear that she would go to any lengths to keep him by her side. She had planned all this in the full knowledge that the animals would get filthy. He had been selected, so he owned no choice in the matter, because she’d stolen his free will. So who was he to disagree? ‘As long as you’re OK with that, it sounds like a good plan.’


He spent the first half hour in her house lighting a fire in the living-sleeping-eating-study room and spreading old towels on the rug.


Finally she entered with six drip-dry dogs and more towels. The scent of washed fur filled the air; both were used to the smell of wet dogs.


‘They were very well-behaved,’ she said. ‘There’s not a lot of choice, because there are side jets as well as the overhead ones.’ She threw a towel at him. ‘Here. Catch a dog and dry it.’ She began to rub Churchill’s fur. Looking up from her task, she asked, ‘What?’ He was staring hard at her. ‘What, Alex?’


‘Did you go into the shower with them?’


Kate glanced down at her fluffy white bathrobe. ‘Just for a while, yes.’


‘But—’


‘But what? I cleaned them two at a time.’


‘I may hire you as a dog-washer.’ His tone was dry.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


Alex inhaled deeply. She had short, loosely curled brunette hair. ‘Did you dye and cut your hair while you were cleaning dogs?’ She blushed, and he felt guilty. Feeling again. Her embarrassment is affecting me, and I know now that this woman is a part of my danger zone, the place I try not to visit.


A hand flew to her head. ‘Oh, hell,’ she snapped.


Nothing further was said until the animals lay in a slightly tangled row in front of the log fire. Kate walked to the door. ‘I’ll be five minutes at the most,’ she promised.


It was a long five minutes. She was in disguise, on the run from something or other, or from someone. Was Kate Owen a criminal? Surely not. But she’d left London and a job she had clearly loved, had turned her back on friends and on a way of life offered only by the greatest city in the country. What was going on?


She returned sporting a dress and the dark blonde/light brown wig, the loose one she’d worn on Friday. ‘Sorry,’ was the single word she offered.


‘Why?’ he asked. She had looked even prettier as a gamine brunette.


‘I can’t talk about it, Alex.’


‘May I ask whether Kate Owen is your true name?’


‘No.’


He allowed a few beats of time to pass. ‘No, I mustn’t ask, or no it isn’t your real name?’


‘It isn’t my name. I am Katherine, but not Owen.’


He stood up.


‘Please stay,’ she begged. ‘I’ve made too much of that Liverpool stew, and dogs can’t digest potatoes.’


‘I have to change the cover on the floor of the van. It will need washing. I always carry a spare.’ It was there in her eyes, the need, the desire, the hunger. ‘I can’t do this . . . stuff, Kate. Like you, I have issues, things, events in my life I can’t talk about. We’re damaged people.’


‘So? Everybody suffers damage of one sort or another – that’s life.’


‘But I don’t want to talk about my history, and you clearly don’t want to talk about yours. So what do you need from me, Kate? Straight answer.’


She studied him. He was a sight for anyone’s eyes, sore or not. And there was something else, something they had shared from the moment he’d picked her up after the shoe had broken. ‘I like you a lot,’ she murmured truthfully. Her tone grew more challenging. ‘And I think you like me, too. You’re fighting it, but you do like me.’


A heavy silence followed.


‘Why can’t we be reborn?’ Kate persisted. ‘It’s just a case of discarding the past and living in the moment. A person’s history is old clothing, isn’t it?’


At last, he spoke. ‘If we were able to do that, you wouldn’t be in therapy, and Tim would be short of money.’


Kate could find no direct answer to his statement. ‘You’re my only friend in Liverpool. I’m a refugee from London, and I seek asylum.’


They both burst out laughing. ‘We’ll end up in one,’ Alex managed.


‘We could share a cell,’ she suggested.


‘Kate – stop it. I can’t share, I can’t . . . commit.’


‘Phobic?’ she asked.


‘Yes. It’s a nurture rather than nature thing, or so I’m told on good authority. I can’t be half a couple. It’s also part of the stuff we don’t talk about. I’ll go and change the cover in the back of my van.’ He left her in the company of six drying dogs.


I am going to sit right here till he comes back. He can take his dogs and leave, because I have a plan. I’ve always had a plan; I’m here in Liverpool because I had a plan. OK, it was a bit drastic, but it saved me and my darling Amelia. Now, I’m moving too fast, plotting too quickly and too soon. I’ve frightened him off. Yet I know he’s a good man.


He cares for me – I’m not blind and not stupid. It crackles between us like static electricity, has done right from the start. Alex is the sort of man I need; he’s a dog-lover, a mover and shaker – he lights up the room and makes me smile. Feelings like this don’t travel in one direction only. I catch him looking at me, see him grinning to himself, head bent to one side because I’ve said something slightly outrageous. Ah, here he comes.


‘Right, all done. Come along, boys.’


The ‘boys’ obeyed him immediately.


‘Goodbye, Kate,’ he said. ‘Phone me if you need anything.’


She exhaled loudly. ‘Go, then.’ She tried to keep the petulance out of her tone, keen not to sound like the spoilt child she had been. ‘And I plan not to need anything from you, thanks.’ Now that had sounded petulant. Until her unfortunate marriage, she’d always had her own way with parents who still doted on their only child and her daughter. It was about time to grow up.


He shrugged, took his dogs and left.


Kate dragged one of her ‘killer’ dresses from a wardrobe. It was silver, corseted, and needed no bra. After choosing shoes and a clutch bag, she went into her own shower and thought through her plan. Oh, she would show him. She might not see him tonight, but she would make sure as hell that he would hear about her very, very soon. ‘Keep a low profile,’ the police had said, but she had no intention of planting herself permanently in the silent Viking village known as Blundellsands. She was smartly bewigged, made up like a film star and dressed like a rather naughty princess. ‘Watch this space, Alex Price,’ she muttered. Then she sat and waited for time to pass.


Although somewhat overdressed for Cheers, Kate was a woman who could carry herself no matter what the situation. With a wrap of silver-grey lace, she managed to conceal much of her upper body, so the sweetheart, corseted dress was immediately less revealing.


Cheers was impressive. A squarish bar imitated the layout of the TV show. Alongside Bobby Ray Carson, three pretty girls served drinks. Kate, very much aware of the crowd’s quietening mood, moved towards the co-owner of the club. She introduced herself. ‘I’m Kate Owen, a friend of your partner’s.’ Alex had never mentioned that his partner was black – and very handsome. These days, many people tended to be colour blind when it came to shades of skin, which was more than acceptable in Kate’s book.


Bobby Ray shook her proffered hand. ‘Welcome, Kate. Did security stamp your hand?’


‘Yes.’


‘Marked for life,’ he jested. ‘Name your favourite poison, and your first drink’s free.’


She ordered a diet lemonade spritzer and perched on a bar stool. On the opposite side of the large room, a jukebox played while a few couples jumped about to the music. Kate became aware of two or three people moving behind her. She sipped at her drink while males close by argued. When security removed them to a different area, her wig never turned a hair. ‘Another, please,’ she asked when her glass was empty. They had all probably wanted to dance with her, but she wanted just one man, and he wasn’t here. Yet. Ah well, she could wait. At last, she was learning patience. Wasn’t she?


Bobby Ray handed over her second drink. ‘You’re causing quite a stir,’ he said quietly. She glanced round the room. A few men in a huddle kept turning to look at her. ‘Am I in trouble?’ she asked innocently. She was good at innocence; she’d practised it for years when confronted by her parents. ‘It’s a pity Alex isn’t here,’ she told him. ‘If he were here, I think your security guards would be redundant. He seems to be a very determined man.’


Bobby Ray had been a bartender in New York, Boston and Chicago, and had become astute when it came to judging character. It was time for a break, anyway, so he nipped out for a cigarette, picking up his phone before leaving. She was a predator, and Bobby needed to talk to Alex about his huntress.


Kate smiled to herself. The American would have a conversation with his partner, thereby providing what her evening lacked. Alex would come, wouldn’t he? She needed to talk to him, to convince him that they might just move on together as a couple.


When the man in charge returned, he placed his phone under the bar and plugged in its charger. She awarded him the best smile in her collection, since he seemed to be fitting in very well with her latest plan. He gave her a brief nod before moving to the opposite side of the bar.


The night passed in a blur while she danced with at least a dozen men; Alex was not one of that number. At just before one in the morning, Bobby Ray cut in to dance with her. ‘You’re going home,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘And I mean right now.’


‘I’m not drunk—’


‘I know.’


‘I’ve had three spritzers all night.’


‘I know that, too. I’m leaving the bar to one security and three young women. These are my instructions from Alex, my partner and friend. I’m doing as he advised.’


Kate stopped dancing, standing with closed fists on her hips. ‘You’ll have to carry me, then.’


‘No problem.’ He walked to the bar and picked up Kate’s clutch bag from its place of safekeeping. Handing the item to its owner, he asked, ‘Are you going to leave under your own steam?’


Either way, this was a fight she couldn’t win. She was going to walk, or she would be lifted like a child. She walked.


When they reached Bobby Ray’s car, Kate clouted the six feet and four inches of solid man with her silver clutch. ‘Do not make the mistake of ordering me about – ever. Now, go away and let me be while I phone for a taxi.’


‘No.’


‘Then I’m going back into the club – just as far as the entrance – and I’ll phone from there.’


A voice came from behind them.


‘Get in my fucking car, Kate. Thanks, Bob.’


She spun round and found herself face to face with Alex. ‘Get in the back seat. Now.’ His expression was grim. ‘Don’t mess about with my clubs, with me, or even with my dogs. Any more of your nonsense, and I’ll slap a restraining order on you before you can say knife. This smells suspiciously like harassment, and you will stop.’ He nodded at his partner. ‘Go inside, Bob. I’ll take this one home.’


‘This one’ was ushered into the rear of Alex’s Merc. She was shaking; he wouldn’t even allow her up front next to the driver’s seat. What had she done wrong? Her spine tingled. It had started with . . . she didn’t want to think his name. It had started with a man she’d grown to hate and, having dealt with him, she had taken charge of everything and everyone. ‘I don’t know how to stop.’


‘What did you say?’


‘Did I just speak out loud?’


‘You did.’


Kate sighed. ‘I don’t know how to stop being in charge; everything in rows, like soldiers. And I saw you, wanted you, planned how to get you.’ She waited in vain for a response, as Alex seemed buried beneath his vow of silence. ‘It’s a huge part of what’s wrong with me,’ she added. ‘I had to do something really big a few months ago. I gave away my daughter just to make her safe. You’ll have heard of the Kray twins, I presume. They’re still around, people like those two. And if you step, however accidentally, into their world, you are doomed. What you see now, the harassment, the needy woman, was created by other people. I shifted Amelia – my daughter – and I was placed in a safe house until the court case was over, then I bought wigs and fled north. I’m a pest, but I’m most definitely not a monster.’


He pulled up outside her front door and turned off lights and engine. ‘Thank you for talking,’ he said. ‘May I come in?’


‘Of course.’


The fire had died, though the dogs remained in situ, two tails banging on the rug in lazy greeting. After stroking the good boys’ heads, Alex and Kate sat on the sofa, leaving space between them.


‘Close your eyes,’ he said.


‘Why?’


‘Just do it and shut up, will you?’


She obeyed.


‘I was eleven years of age, Kate, but even now, it’s printed on the insides of my eyelids. Not all the time, of course. I have dreams, and they sometimes come when I’m awake, too. Imagine feeling unable to close your eyes.’


‘I can’t,’ she whispered.


‘Exactly. I’m letting you in as far as I can, because you did me the great honour of opening up as much as you dared. The picture I carry is violent. I am just an onlooker, and I can’t look away. My problem with women stems from that horrible vision. Like you, I lost someone who was dear to me but, unlike Amelia, my loved one can’t ever come back. I . . . I also think my love was undeserved.’


‘Dead?’ Kate whispered, opening her eyes.


‘Yes. You have a fear of abandonment. I’m almost the exact opposite, since I dread becoming attached. We’re both crackers, aren’t we?’


‘Probably. Sorry about tonight, Alex. I was a very spoilt only child, and there’s been no discernible improvement. If I stamped my little foot, my parents caved. I still have a tendency to stamp.’ She waited a few seconds before continuing, ‘What do you do about sex? Feel free not to reply, of course.’


‘Friends with benefits,’ was his immediate answer. ‘It works for me and for them.’


‘And are you happy with things as they are?’ She opened her eyes.


‘No, I’m not happy, Kate. I don’t actually look for happiness; my preferred destination would be contentment. I’d like the ordinary life, two children, some dogs, family holidays in Spain or Italy.’


‘And you can’t have any of that.’ This was not a question.


‘Not yet,’ was his reply. ‘I move forward an inch at a time with Tim’s help. He’s a good man, and he was a great kid. At the age of thirteen, he saw what I saw and dragged me out of there, out of the place I can still see. And although he takes the pee out of me, he’s my main support.’


‘Such sad creatures we are,’ she breathed.


He turned and looked at her. ‘You are now another problem for me. Tim taunts me relentlessly about my Stepford Wives, plain women I employ in the central office. He accuses me of cloning them. The truth is that I am not attracted to any of them, so I’m safe.’ He pondered for a moment. ‘The answer to the question in those wonderful eyes is yes, I am attracted to you, but I’m not ready. And I believe that you, too, exist in a state of unreadiness.’


Kate chewed her lip thoughtfully. ‘You’re probably right. So where do we go from here?’


Alex raised his shoulders. ‘I carry on with my job, you do yours. If there’s a film we want to see, or a concert we want to attend, we go. And we continue to see Tim regularly. He should be told that we are friends. Not yet an item, but keeping company from time to time. I’ll come here for an evening meal on Friday, and you will come to my place the following Friday. We’ll spread the load.’


‘You’re going to trust my cooking, Alex?’


‘I could ask you the same, because Mrs Bee won’t be preparing food on a Friday. She goes out and leaves me with the microwave. Look, we’re equally crazy, equally alone, and we probably deserve one another. Let’s live a little and hope not to suffer from food poisoning.’


‘OK.’


‘And I can’t wait to watch you in that kitchen,’ he said. ‘I’ve never studied an OCD sufferer cooking a meal. Should be fun.’


‘Do not mock the afflicted.’


‘Do not deprive me of my hobby,’ was his swift response. ‘That would be cruel beyond measure.’


‘Alex?’


‘What?’


‘Do you have siblings?’


The smile was replaced by a thoughtful expression. ‘An older brother. He’s in Australia. And a younger sister. She’s in a home for disabled people. I was raised by my paternal grandparents from the age of almost twelve, and Stephen, my brother, was taken in by a wealthy aunt and uncle in Sydney. Susan is in Fleetwood; she was born handicapped.’


Kate swallowed. ‘I’m so, so sorry.’


‘The poor girl doesn’t know anything different, so she’s happy enough. She speaks her own language and has a beautiful dolls’ house – yes, she’s a young adult, but she still needs her playthings. Paints, crayons and chalks all make her happy, like a child on her birthday. She has dozens of soft toys, and she recognizes me. My name is Ta-da, which is probably her version of teddy, because every time I visit I take her a teddy bear. Her favourite is a tiny one in a container slightly bigger than a matchbox. He has a sheet and a pillow, and she keeps the lid open so she can see him. He’s her baby, the only one she’ll ever have.’


I will not cry; I won’t make him any more miserable than he already is. Such sadness, such grief. Apart from Tim, I’m probably the only person he’s confided in. There’s more to it, just as there’s more to my story, so I won’t push him, because I understand only too well what he’s enduring. I tell him life’s tough, and he just nods and says he’d better go.


And he’s gone. No hug, no kiss, no fuss. But at least he admitted that it’s there, the attraction between us. I suspect that a hug or a kiss would have led somewhere, and neither of us is fit to travel. He uses women, just as I have used men to relieve tension or take my mind off something. Alex and I are bonding, so neither a quick roll in the hay nor a romp round a bedroom offers an answer. This selfish woman is going to learn to be extremely patient.


Castor and Pollux move to their beds, and I start to shed the glad rags, silver dress, silver shoes, silver jewellery. Tonight worked. Daddy’s little rich girl got what she needed, which was more than a dance in Alex’s arms. Instead, we both gave each other a little piece of ourselves. He’s worth waiting for, and so am I.


*


In a bruised, battered and abandoned high-rise building in London’s East End that reeked of urine and rat droppings, four men sat on plastic chairs round a plastic table. Like an army with no leader, they were confused and angry, at a loose end while they awaited instruction from captive superiors in three separate prisons. One boss was contained in Wandsworth, another in Durham, and a third in Walton, Liverpool. The fourth, Gentleman Jim Latimer, known to his friends as Jimmy, was dead, his ashes supposedly scattered on the Thames and on his parents’ grave in Chelsea.


‘I think we should bugger off and forget it,’ Weasel said. ‘I mean, they kept our names out of the hat, they’ve gone down for the big job, we don’t know where the rest of the stash is, so what’s going to be in it for us? We may not be top of the tree, but we have to live, innit? We got to start thinking about ourselves and what we want.’


Mad Max jumped to his feet, knocking over his chair. Max had two modes – silent or seething. ‘Listen, you rat-faced skinny bastard, Jimmy died. They’re not all inside, are they? Only three are in jail, because the fourth is dead. He was the star, he done all the planning. We have to get the one who shot him, right?’


The other two agreed with Mad Max. Anyone with a desire to remain alive tended to agree with the big man. Even Weasel, number four and least important, was nodding vigorously.


‘They’ll send word to us; they’ll find a way,’ Max said fiercely. ‘If they want us to get her, we will. No matter how long it takes, we’ll find the bitch. She’s easy to recognize, and the kid will be with her.’


Trev shrugged. ‘I don’t know about that. Seems her mum and dad have done a disappearing act. My auntie that cleans in the same Kensington block as they live in says she heard they’d gone to France. And when they go away, see, they often take the kid with them. Wouldn’t surprise me if Mrs Katherine Latimer handed her over to them and took off on her own.’ He scratched his head. ‘I just can’t work out how we can get to the bottom of any of it. It’s like a jigsaw with half the pieces gone walkabout.’


The third man shrugged. The pecking order among the bottom four was Max, Trev, him, then Weasel. They were couriers for much of the time, carrying drugs or money or both to constantly changing locations. The third man’s nickname was Brains, as he could get into and out of anywhere, including most safes, though aside from that gift he was a slow thinker. ‘It’s worth millions,’ he mused, almost as if talking to himself. ‘We done a good job, all of us – even Weasel. I wonder if Jimmy’s wife took off with the rest of the loot? The papers say there’s still a load missing.’ He shook his head. ‘She could have took it, Max.’


‘Nah.’ The big man scowled. ‘She’s straight – that’s why she shot him. Anyway, things out of private bank security boxes aren’t easy to offload, and some are good for blackmail. She wouldn’t know where to start, and neither would we.’


Trev agreed. ‘Yeah, she’s no crim, and she didn’t shoot him for the stash. He kicked the kid.’ He shrugged. ‘So she blew his head off. I’m not saying what she done was right, but the kid was in hospital with broken bones. That’s why she was found not guilty. But she put Jimmy’s other mates inside, didn’t she? And we don’t know where nothing is.’


‘We’re lucky she didn’t know any of us, or we’d be locked up too,’ Mad Max growled. ‘Funny how I’m the one that gets called Mad just because I’m big. Gentleman Jim was the real nutter, beating his wife up and nearly killing the little ’un. Still, respect and all that – he paid a big price.’


‘We just got to wait, then,’ Brains said. ‘But while we wait, can we get pie and mash? Me stomach thinks me throat’s been cut.’ They hastened towards a door that hung crookedly from one hinge. It was time to get out of this stinking hole and go to hunt for supper. Who knew, with appetites satisfied, they might just conjure up a plan. But come what may, Katherine Latimer must be found.


*


Another man, in circumstances far removed from the decay of a high rise waiting to be demolished, was thinking about Kate. He occupied a mews that clung to the fringes of Chelsea’s better side, and he, too, was determined to find the runaway, because he loved her. ‘Why didn’t she tell me she was going?’ he whispered.


Dr Giles Girling, known to his friends, patients and colleagues as Dr Gee-Gee, paced about the small room. He’d been on duty when Amelia Latimer had been brought in by her beautiful mother, who had screamed like a banshee until an orderly had turned up with a trolley and two nurses. The little girl had appeared dead, but she’d eventually been saved, thanks to God and a very good surgeon.


Giles had assisted Mr Moores in theatre, where a piece of the little girl’s skull had been removed to allow for swelling. A punctured lung had been remedied, a broken ankle set, and after many weeks in hospital the child had been well on the way to a full recovery. Miraculously, there had been no obvious brain damage.


He remembered coming out of theatre and standing by the surgeon while everything was explained to Katherine Latimer, whose face had been whiter than her daughter’s. After Mr Moores had left the waiting room, Giles had listened to Kate’s confession. She had shot the man who’d injured her child. Yes, he’d owned guns, and she’d used the one kept in a drawer with napkins, coasters, playing cards and bullets. ‘My husband,’ she had concluded. ‘Now, take me to my daughter, please, then telephone the police.’ So he took her, left her, and followed her instructions.


He stood by the window, eyes closed as he replayed the terrible scene. Officers from the Met had arrived. Kate had simply sat in the corridor and spoken in a monotone reminiscent of a robot. This was a woman in deep shock. She had been looking through a pane of glass at her child.


‘He did that,’ she had said, waving her arm towards her little girl, so frail, head bandaged. ‘Something major went down yesterday evening. I can always tell when it’s a big job, because he hits the vodka like a ton of bricks. His eyes were wild. Aside from that, he’s meticulous, very much the city gent, sets off every morning in his pinstripe suit, carrying the compulsory umbrella and document case. I thought I’d married a stockbroker; I was wrong. He was very, very far removed from the stock exchange.’ At last, she had referred to her husband in the past tense.


‘He took two bags up to the guest room last night. Amelia was already in bed, and I was watching a Blackadder repeat. He was upstairs for quite some time before coming down to get another slug of vodka. Now, this is the really out of character part. He must have left one of the bags open, and the door to the guest room ajar too. He went back upstairs, and started shouting at Amelia. She screamed for me, and I knew he was in danger mode. Not that he ever hurt her before – I was the one who kept falling downstairs, so to speak – but she was still screaming, so I grabbed the gun and ran up. As I crossed the landing I could hear him kicking her little body against the wall. She must have helped herself to pearls – there were pearls scattered all over the carpet after I shot him. If he’d closed the door like he always did before, this wouldn’t have happened.’


‘Are you sure there were just two bags, Mrs Latimer? It was a very big job. Safety deposit boxes have been emptied – many of them.’


‘I only noticed two, but I was in a hurry. There may be others further inside the room – I don’t know.’ She turned to Giles. ‘Please let me go back in now,’ she said.


Now Giles sat on a small window seat and allowed his thoughts to wander through nearly two months of almost daily contact. She told him about her life as spouse to a gangster. ‘He was a good-looking man, always perfectly turned out. Said his money was tied up in stocks, so he moved into my house after the wedding. Amelia was only a few weeks old the first time he came home covered in blood and said he’d been mugged. I was suspicious, but unsure of what the hell he’d been up to. And I wasn’t allowed to ask questions, of course.


‘The next morning, I heard that a young policeman had been found dead in Maida Vale. It was much later on that I realized Jimmy might have played a part in that murder. When I questioned him, he broke my arm. Every time I came to A and E, he was with me. He promised that if I ever spoke up, he would kill me – that was the only one of his many promises that I actually believed. The police know everything now. We will go through the motions of a court case, but I probably won’t serve time, because I’ve helped by giving the police the names of three of his cronies. They’re in custody.’


Giles hadn’t expected her to leave London. One friendly sergeant told him eventually that her identity had been changed and that she had moved far away. And that was that. He couldn’t cheat and call in hospital or family doctors’ details, because Katherine Latimer no longer existed on anyone’s books or computer screens. Had she changed the child’s surname? Or were the grandparents looking after Amelia?


He had reached an impasse. Kate had worked in London theatres, so where might she go to find similar work?


He poured himself a double Armagnac. After twelve years in the making, it slid down like honey with a bit of heat in the tail. ‘I told you I’d fallen for you, Kate, but you said you weren’t fit for marriage.’ Was she fit for it now? Oh, if only he could find out . . .
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