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  Dedicated to




  Bill Hicks.




  From the heart.




  Genius never dies.




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            

              

                Everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes
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  There was blood everywhere.




  Deep red pools of it. Bright splashes. Droplets here and there.




  The room, the house, was filled with that vile, coppery odour.




  The whole place smelled of death.




  And she knew she was next.




  These people, whoever or whatever they were, had come into her house with the express purpose of murdering them: herself and her guests.




  They had entered the house with ease.




  Four women, one man.




  And within they had found two men and two women.




  The three others were dead now.




  She alone remained alive. But only until they decided otherwise.




  The intruders had brought pain and death with them.




  Knives . . . guns . . . ropes.




  Death.




  She was eight-and-a-half-months pregnant. She didn’t want to die. All she wanted to do was have her baby: her perfect, unborn child. She pleaded with them to let her

  live. Pleaded with the women in particular. Trying to appeal to some semblance of maternal feeling that might be hidden beneath their blood-drenched clothes and drug-blanked expressions.




  But there would be no reprieve.




  They had come with a purpose decreed by their leader, and that purpose was about to reach its conclusion.




  ‘You’re going to die . . .’




  One of the woman had told her that already.




  ‘Look, bitch! I don’t care if you’re going to have a baby. You’d better be ready.’




  Sweet Jesus, why did death have to come at all? But not this way.




  NOT THIS WAY!




  If there was a God, she prayed for him to intervene.




  Prayed for him to save her and her unborn baby.




  Her perfect child. Her legacy. Her love . . .




  One of them held her arms tightly behind her back.




  Another of the women held her legs.




  She tried to struggle free as she saw the man approaching with the knife.




  She screamed.




  For herself.




  For her child.




  He struck, and the blade sheared through her left breast.




  Please God, help me. Please . . .




  He stabbed again.




  And again.




  And again.




  She was beginning to lose consciousness.




  Stabbing . . . sixteen times.




  Death.
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      Look down on me, you will see a fool. Look up at me, you will see your Lord. Look straight at me, you will see yourself.




      Charles Manson


    


  




  

    

      You’re coming home, there’s blood on the walls. When Charlie and the Family make house calls . . .




      Ozzy Osbourne


    


  




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            Looks like Warhol wasn’t wrong,




            fame fifteen minutes long.




            Everyone’s using, everybody’s making the sale.




            Queensrÿche




            

              I wanna be somebody, be somebody too.




              I wanna be somebody, be somebody soon.




              W.A.S.P
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  HER CHILD WAS dead.




  That one thought had forced itself into Hailey Gibson’s mind, and stuck there like a needle pushed under a fingernail.




  No matter how hard she tried to tell herself that it could not be, that agonizing, tortuous idea remained. And, as the seconds passed, so did the conviction. A malignant, cancerous thought that

  gnawed at her reason.




  Hailey spun round, looking to her right and left . . . behind her . . . in front of her. Her eyes constantly searching the mass of shoppers for any sign of her little daughter.




  My child is dead . . .




  She shook her head, as if to silence the voice inside her own mind.




  She and Becky had entered the HMV store only moments earlier.




  Moments, or hours?




  Becky had been close by her side. Like any other five-year-old, smiling, laughing, dancing a little jig to the music that blasted from the shop’s sound system.




  Like any other five-year-old.




  It was busy inside the store, as usual. A group of youths was gathered around one part of the ‘Rock and Pop’ section, laughing loudly, comparing possible purchases. Elsewhere, others

  had been scanning the rack of calendars displayed, two boys no older than fourteen taking their time over a Baywatch collection.




  Becky herself had wandered a short way towards them, her eye probably caught by one calendar devoted to the latest pop sensations. Twelve monthly pictures of more one-hit wonders, Hailey had

  thought.




  Business as usual.




  Then, Becky was gone.




  My child is dead.




  Hailey had felt a grip of panic almost immediately, but that grip was tightening now. Like a noose around her neck, it was forcing her to breathe more deeply, to fill her lungs, because now it

  felt as if her head was swelling. As if she couldn’t get enough breath. She could feel her heart hammering against her ribs, so hard it threatened to shatter them – and all the time she

  looked around. And around.




  Dead!




  She couldn’t see the little red coat that Becky was wearing




  (you nearly said had been wearing. You already half believe she’s dead, don’t you?)




  despite the fact that it normally stood out like a beacon, even in crowds.




  Jesus, how far could Becky have gone?




  Where could she have gone?




  Hailey looked around the shop again, towards the games area, towards the T-shirt racks, and the cassettes. She hurried in that direction, pushing past a woman who was picking slowly through the

  bargain bins. The woman muttered something under her breath as Hailey shoved her aside, but Hailey didn’t hear her words. They didn’t matter; nothing did, other than finding her

  daughter.




  Two men in their thirties were playing on one of the Playstation consoles, shouting and cheering their progress on a football game displayed. Hailey passed them. She passed two youths checking

  through the other games on the shelves, complaining about the prices of them.




  No sign of Becky.




  Hailey walked to the far end of the aisle, her pace hurried, eyes constantly darting from side to side.




  Please God, let me see that red coat.




  Past yet more computer games. Past the huge video screen that dominated one end of the store’s lower floor. Back through T-shirts and ‘Easy Listening’.




  Becky might have gone upstairs.




  Hailey made her way towards the escalator, which carried her up to the first floor containing the Video Department. She stood still on the moving stairway until it had reached halfway, then

  could stand it no longer, so began hurrying up its metal steps, the heels of her ankle boots clacking loudly as she climbed.




  The Video Department wasn’t as crowded as the lower floor. So if Becky was up here, she should be relatively easy to spot, Hailey told herself, searching for any shred of comfort in her

  despair.




  On three walls there were monitors showing the same selected video, but Hailey had no time to guess what it was. The images of Al Pacino flickered around her unnoticed.




  On the screens he was shouting, but his rantings were silent, the film’s dialogue drowned by music drifting from other speakers.




  Hailey hurried around the video racks.




  Al Pacino continued to scream silently.




  No sign of Becky.




  Hailey hurried back towards the Down escalator, taking the steps practically two at a time.




  She stood, panting, at the bottom.




  Now what?




  If Becky wasn’t inside the store, then she could truly be anywhere – hopelessly and irretrievably lost.




  Dead?




  Hailey tried to think. Tried to think where her daughter might have gone.




  If Becky realized that she had become separated from her mother, which by now she must have, how would she react? After the initial panic, what would she do? Where would she search? Would

  she stand obediently outside the store, just waiting for Hailey? Would she ask someone to take her to the store manager, to convince the staff to put out a message over the tannoy for . . .




  (she’s five years old, for Christ’s sake! Get real. Get a fucking grip)




  Get a fucking grip.




  Outside the HMV store the sight that confronted Hailey was even more daunting. The wide concourses separating the rows of shops were swarming with people. At least inside the store she had a

  chance of finding her daughter. If she could be sure that the little girl had stayed within the confines of HMV, Hailey could continue her relentless, desperate circuit of the display racks. Just

  walk and walk until she finally found Becky somewhere between Metallica and Texas. But if Becky had left the store, then it was hopeless.




  Hopeless.




  Pointless.




  My child is dead.




  Perhaps Becky had retraced their steps. Perhaps she had remembered which shops they’d been in before entering HMV, and was – even as Hailey stood helplessly outside the main entrance

  of the store – trailing vainly around Dorothy Perkins or Next or WHSmith.




  Or not.




  If you can’t think straight yourself, how do you expect your five-year-old to?




  Hailey tried to remember what her instructions to Becky had been, should she ever become lost in a crowded shopping centre. Surely at some time, when the child was younger, she had been told

  what to do. That was what responsible parents did, wasn’t it? They took their offspring to one side, and calmly and clearly told them what to do and how to behave in any emergency.




  Didn’t they?




  And while their kids were behaving calmly and collectedly, the parents sat around and waited for them to return safely. That was what happened, wasn’t it?




  Hailey tried to swallow, but felt as if someone had filled her throat with chalk.




  She scanned the mass of shoppers.




  So many faces.




  So many expressions.




  Hailey wondered how many, passing her by, looked with puzzlement at her own tortured features. Not that she cared. She just wanted to scream Becky’s name. That if she bellowed her

  daughter’s name aloud, it would be heard in every corner of this vast shopping complex and that, as if by magic, the child would appear at her side.




  Shout? Scream? Run back and forth? Retrace your steps?




  She had no idea what to do.




  Hailey felt like a child.




  The thought of what Becky herself must be going through now only intensified that agony.




  Please God, let me see that red coat.




  Her voice cracking, Hailey spoke her daughter’s name.




  She spoke it again, slightly louder this time.




  Then again, with growing volume. She was close to shouting it now. And then, after that? Shrieking uncontrollably?




  Hailey knew that she was close to breakdown. Tears of panic and fear were just seconds away. Becky was probably already sobbing somewhere else, running helplessly back and forth, calling for her

  mum, unable to find her in that vast amoebic flow of faceless shoppers.




  My child is dead.




  Hailey felt the first hot tear cut its way down her cheek, burning the skin as fiercely as if it was acid. She realized there was only one thing she could do now. And she had to do it before it

  was too late.




  Then she saw the red coat.
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  THE CHILD WAS standing alone, looking towards the entrance of a café.




  She had her back to Hailey, who had already set off towards the little blonde figure, sometimes politely weaving in and out of knots of shoppers, sometimes barging straight through them in her

  haste to reach the child.




  Red coat!




  That was the one thing she saw: the beacon drawing her like a moth to a flame.




  God, she loved that coat: that beautiful, incandescent piece of craftsmanship that was about to reunite her with her daughter. The daughter she had feared was dead! And how ridiculous that

  thought now seemed. How could she be dead? She’d been momentarily lost. For a moment of terror and extreme anxiety admittedly, but only a moment.




  Hailey was mere feet away from the child now.




  The child who was standing stock-still outside the café entrance.




  That must have been the instructions Becky had been given. The instructions that Hailey herself, as a responsible parent, had at one time or another given her.




  ‘If you ever get lost, stand outside a café and wait for Mum.’




  God, it was simple. So wonderfully, transparently simple.




  And Becky was doing as she’d been told, and everything was all right in the whole twisted, stinking world, and there was nothing else now but to sweep her daughter up in her arms and hug

  her and kiss her, and they would both cry with relief and then they would laugh.




  And then . . .




  And then?




  The child turned around.




  The little girl was older than Becky by a year or two.




  She stared with bewilderment at Hailey, who had already dropped to one knee close by, looking into her face – searching that alien face, that strange, unfamiliar visage.




  The child took a step back, as if shocked by the sudden approach of this insane-looking woman. The kind of woman her own mother had always warned her to keep away from.




  Hailey gazed into the child’s eyes.




  Frightened eyes?




  The little girl took another couple of paces back. Hailey straightened up and advanced towards her, as if reluctant to believe that this red-coated figure was not her daughter after all. The

  child suddenly turned and ran into the café, and Hailey could see her pushing her way through the maze of tables towards two women inside. The child was now pointing out towards Hailey, that

  one index finger fixing her almost accusingly. Hailey could see the women’s lips moving, could see their expressions darken as they stared angrily back at her. She turned and walked away from

  the café entrance, tears now flowing freely down her cheeks.




  Becky . . .




  The sight of that red coat had raised her hopes. The identity of its wearer had shattered them. And now she felt a sense of crushing despair unlike anything she had ever felt in her life before.

  Fear, anxiety, hopelessness and thousands of other emotions swirled around inside her mind, and that unthinkable, monstrous thought resurfaced with renewed venom.




  My child is dead.




  Hailey trudged robotically through the shopping centre, eyes occasionally flitting right or left, but there was no longer conviction in the thought that she might yet catch a glimpse of her

  missing daughter. And now other thoughts began to intrude with equally unwanted force.




  Perhaps Becky hadn’t just wandered off on her own in the crowds. What if she had been snatched?




  Whoever had taken her could have been trailing them all morning, waiting for a split second when they became separated. You couldn’t keep your eyes on your kid every second of the day,

  could you?




  Justifying yourself now?




  No one could – especially not in a crowded shopping centre. You could hold their hands, you could keep an arm around their shoulders if possible, but at some point there would be a break

  in contact, and in that split second it would happen. Once you were physically separated, the child could be snatched. Whisked away into the crowd, their screams muffled by a strong, determined

  hand across the mouth. And who else would interfere? Who would do anything more than look on with bemused or irate disinterest? And, while those blank looks registered their indifference, the child

  could be bundled effortlessly out of the centre and into a waiting car.




  Jesus, it was all so easy. So clear.




  Hailey had read about it – of parents whose children had been abducted




  (no, don’t even think about words like ‘abducted’. They carry the same terror as ‘malignant’ and ‘terminal’)




  from their very sides. Parents who, hours, days, weeks or months later, were called to the local police station or hospital to identify their dead child.




  Hailey no longer bothered to wipe the tears from her cheeks.




  Whoever had snatched Becky might not even have needed to wait until mother and daughter had reached the shopping centre. The kidnapper could have already been watching that morning as Hailey

  reversed the Astra out of the garage. He could have followed them the five or so miles to the mall, parked close by, then tailed them into the building, his eyes never leaving Becky. Just waiting

  for the right moment.




  And now?




  Was Becky already dead?




  Hailey continued her trance-like journey through the shopping centre, every child she passed seemingly smiling as it clutched its parents’ hands. Laughing even.




  All around her so much joy.




  Inside her, pain such as she had never experienced.




  But it could grow far, far worse, couldn’t it?




  She passed another mother, Hailey guessed in her early twenties, perhaps twenty-one or twenty-two: six or seven years younger than Hailey herself. The woman had two children with her, one in a

  buggy. The other was aged about three, and he was crying while his mother shouted angrily at him to stop, that he couldn’t have any sweets yet. That she’d break his toys if he

  didn’t shut up.




  Something like that.




  What did it matter what the words were?




  Hailey wanted to grab that woman, to tell her she shouldn’t shout at her child, because she could lose him all too easily. Lose him for ever, as Hailey had done with her own

  child.




  The thought that Becky was already dead or else in the clutches of some child-molesting psychopath was so strong now that Hailey had virtually accepted it as fact. She could imagine no

  other possibility.




  All that was left was pain.




  Up ahead, she spotted the place she’d been heading for.
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  THE INFORMATION CENTRE was usually busy, but to Hailey it seemed even more crowded this day. Visitors, both frequent and infrequent, could go there to

  obtain free maps of the large shopping complex. It was also where wheelchairs could be hired, or small buggies for young children. There were several children in there now. The atmosphere inside

  was one of amiable chaos, a little like the entire precinct itself.




  There were two women working behind the small counter, dealing with various queries and enquiries, each managing to retain the fixed smile of those in public service.




  Hailey found herself queuing behind a woman in her seventies who was balancing unsteadily on two crutches and glancing around sniffily at the other occupants of the information room, and indeed

  at most of those passing by outside. She turned and looked appraisingly at Hailey, who was more intent on getting past her to attract the attention of one of the two officials behind the

  counter.




  ‘Excuse me,’ said Hailey, wiping away her tears.




  The old woman glared at her disdainfully. ‘I’m next,’ she said, moving closer to the counter.




  ‘Look, I’m sorry, but this is an emergency,’ Hailey told her.




  ‘I’ve been waiting for ten minutes already. They’re not very fast here, are they?’ the woman sneered audibly.




  Again Hailey moved slightly forward.




  ‘You must wait your turn,’ the old woman snapped, scowling at Hailey full in the face through eyes milky with cataracts.




  This time Hailey ignored her and pushed towards the counter, where one of the two women glanced first at her, then at the old woman, who looked as if she was about to strike Hailey with one of

  her crutches.




  ‘I was first,’ the old woman said angrily.




  ‘My child is missing,’ pleaded Hailey. ‘Please put out an announcement.’ She wiped away more tears.




  The official, whose badge proclaimed CHRISTINE, looked at her companion then back at Hailey.




  ‘Would you like to come through?’ she offered, gesturing Hailey towards a door at the end of the counter.




  ‘I shall report this,’ the old woman shrieked, as Hailey disappeared into a small office beyond.




  Christine Palmer closed the door behind them, and motioned for Hailey to sit down.




  She pulled a pad and pen towards her and took a seat opposite Hailey, studying her briefly, taking a mental note of the swollen, puffy eyes and red cheeks. The shoulder-length brown hair looked

  unkempt, and her mascara was smudged around one eye. She offered Hailey a tissue, which she gratefully accepted.




  ‘What’s your child’s name?’ Christine asked with a practised tone that implied she had asked the same question hundreds of times before, when dealing with hundreds of

  equally distraught parents.




  Hailey told her – adding Becky’s age as an afterthought.




  ‘And what’s she wearing?’




  ‘A red knee-length coat, white sweatshirt and black leggings with stars on the seams.’ She blew her nose.




  Christine wrote dutifully.




  ‘Can I have your name, please?’




  Again Hailey told her.




  ‘And age?’




  ‘What’s the point of that?’ Hailey snapped.




  ‘Some kids remember things like that instead of their addresses. They remember strange things.’ The woman smiled efficiently. ‘Every little helps.’




  ‘Twenty-nine,’ Hailey said. ‘Just get an announcement read out, will you, please?’




  ‘Where did you lose her?’




  ‘I didn’t lose her: she wandered off,’ Hailey retorted. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’




  ‘I didn’t say it was. I just asked.’




  ‘One minute she was beside me, the next she was gone. It wasn’t my fault.’




  Shifting blame? Justifying yourself? Tut-tut.




  There was a second of silence.




  Then Hailey explained to Christine what had happened, and where – watching as she finished scribbling it all down on her pad. Then the woman nodded and got to her feet.




  ‘I’ll get this read out,’ she reassured Hailey.




  ‘Someone will find her, won’t they?’ Hailey said quietly, as if expecting the other woman to respond to a question that couldn’t possibly be answered with any

  certainty.




  ‘Let me get this read out first,’ Christine Palmer said, and disappeared momentarily, leaving Hailey alone in the small room.




  The walls were painted a dull yellow, and adorned with a number of leaflets advertising attractions within the shopping centre itself – including, Hailey noticed, a crèche.




  If you’d put Becky safely in there, she’d still be OK.




  But, for the most part, Hailey absorbed very little. Or, at least, what she did see didn’t register. She could still think of nothing but Becky. How could she not?




  The door opened a moment later and Christine Palmer re-entered.




  ‘They’ve made an announcement,’ she said.




  ‘Now what?’




  ‘All you can do is wait, Mrs Gibson.’




  Hailey ran a hand through her hair and exhaled almost painfully. She noticed that Christine Palmer was carrying two steaming styrofoam cups. The older woman sat down and pushed one towards

  Hailey.




  ‘Coffee,’ Christine explained. ‘Out of a machine, but it’s better than nothing.’ Her tone was apologetic.




  ‘Shouldn’t it be tea and sympathy?’ said Hailey, annoyed at herself for the acidity of her tone. She sighed and accepted the coffee with a wan smile.




  ‘This happens here fifteen or twenty times a day,’ Christine said, sipping her own coffee. ‘Missing kids, I mean.’




  I don’t care about the others!




  ‘I can’t believe I let it happen,’ said Hailey.




  ‘You can’t keep your eyes on them every second.’




  ‘I’ve been trying to tell myself that,’ Hailey continued, fiddling around in her handbag for her Silk Cut. She pulled one from the packet and lit it, ignoring the NO SMOKING sign on the wall behind her.




  ‘They usually turn up within about twenty minutes,’ Christine reassured her.




  ‘How?’




  ‘Either someone recognizes the description and brings them here, or they make their own way once they’ve heard the announcement. The older ones at any rate.’




  ‘Someone brings them in!’ Hailey said incredulously. ‘You mean any bloody stranger?’




  Christine watched her impassively.




  ‘Look, I’ve got kids of my own. I know how you feel,’ she said.




  ‘Do you?’ Hailey snapped. ‘My daughter is lost out there somewhere. Do you know what that feels like?’




  ‘Were you on your own when she went missing?’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Were you with a friend or boyfriend or husband who might have seen something? Perhaps . . .’




  ‘My husband’s at work,’ Hailey said, cutting her short. ‘There was no one with me.’




  ‘Would you like to call him?’




  Hailey shook her head.




  ‘No sense in two of us worrying, is there?’




  ‘What does he do?’




  ‘He’s a partner in a local removal and haulage firm.’




  ‘How long have you been married?’




  ‘Six years.’




  ‘Any other kids?’




  Hailey smiled. ‘I appreciate the consoling small talk,’ she said quietly. ‘Is it part of the job? To keep the distraught parents’ minds occupied?’




  ‘That’s some of it.’ Christine smiled. ‘And I am nosy too.’




  Hailey took a drag of her cigarette, then a sip of coffee.




  ‘We got married in Barbados,’ she said, as if content to speak of something else – something other than the disappearance of her daughter. As if that act alone would help her

  forget the pain she was feeling.




  ‘That’s romantic,’ Christine offered.




  ‘Rob said he never could have got married over here. All the messing about before the wedding day, and then the ceremony itself, he said it was too much. We might as well spend the money

  on a good holiday and get married at the same time.’ She chuckled. ‘We had a little do for some friends when we got back, but that was it.’




  ‘Did you get married on the beach?’ Christine asked with genuine interest.




  ‘No, in a church. Just the two of us, and a couple of locals they hauled in to be witnesses. Then we went back to the hotel for photos.’




  Hailey looked at her watch. ‘How long now since the announcement was read out?’




  ‘About five minutes.’




  ‘It feels like hours.’




  Christine reached across the table and gently touched her hand.




  ‘You can go back to work if you like,’ Hailey said. ‘I’m not going anywhere, am I?’




  Again she glanced at her watch.




  It felt as if time had stopped, and she wondered if it would ever begin again.
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  HOURS . . . MINUTES . . . SECONDS . . .




  Hailey had lost track of time and its meaning. All its divisions seemed to have blurred into one. Every small movement of her watch seemed to take an eternity. She eventually checked her own

  timepiece against the clock on the wall behind her.




  How long had she been sitting here now?




  An hour. Two hours? Longer?




  Thirty-seven minutes.




  She swallowed hard and looked over at the phone on the desk.




  No sense phoning Rob.




  Not yet.




  She looked at her watch again, as if by doing so she would cause it to speed up – cause time to accelerate.




  Where is Becky?




  Hailey could hear sounds of organized chaos from the information office outside. Occasionally she heard children’s voices. More than once she had been tempted to run to the door and look

  out, in the vain hope that one of those voices belonged to Becky. She could picture the scenario in her mind: she would hear the voice, rush out to see her daughter, they would fall into each

  other’s arms, cry, hug each other, and all the pain would turn to joy. Then they would happily head for home.




  And the other scenario?




  The policeman would enter the office quietly and officiously, with Christine Palmer behind him, and he would apologize for what had happened to Becky, and he would ask Hailey if she could come

  with him to the hospital to identify the body of a little girl in a red coat, wearing a white sweatshirt and black leggings. A body that they’d found in an abandoned car no more than five

  minutes’ drive from the city centre.




  Hailey tried to drive this particular chain of events from her mind, but it stuck there stubbornly. What initially had been fear was turning into icy conviction.




  Thirty-eight minutes.




  She was also beginning to wonder why she was the only parent in this room. If, as Christine Palmer had assured her, fifteen or twenty children went missing every day in this shopping centre, why

  had she not been joined by other devastated parents? Was hers to be the only lost child today? Was she to suffer alone?




  She lit up another cigarette, took a couple of drags, then stubbed it out in her empty styrofoam cup.




  Jesus Christ, she felt so helpless. She wanted someone to put an arm around her and tell her everything was going to be all right.




  Rob, perhaps?




  She feared it might be the comforting arm of a policewoman instead.




  Hailey looked up as the door to the small office opened and Christine Palmer peered round.




  She was smiling.




  Hailey saw a small shape push past her.




  Heard a word shouted.




  ‘Mum!’




  Dear God, what a joyous sound.




  Becky swept into the room and crashed into Hailey, who had already dropped to one knee, throwing her arms around her daughter and lifting her into the air, tears flowing freely down her cheeks.

  She held onto her child so tightly it seemed she must break her in half. Hailey didn’t want to let go of her again, ever.




  Becky was smiling, kissing her mother and, by the look of it, altogether less concerned about her recent predicament than Hailey had been. She looked hard at her daughter, checking her face as

  if searching for any telltale signs of injury. She didn’t even see puffy, red eyes – no sign of tears. No indication that Becky had been as distraught as Hailey through this ordeal.




  ‘Are you OK?’ Hailey smoothed a hand through her daughter’s hair.




  ‘Yes, Mum,’ Becky said, her blue eyes like sapphires lit from behind by incandescent light.




  Hailey hugged her again, for brief seconds fearing that she was imagining all this. She looked into her daughter’s face once again, then touched both her cheeks with her shaking hands.




  ‘Where did you get to?’ Hailey said finally, a slight edge to her voice, her concern now almost overridden by anger. ‘Why did you walk away from me? I’ve told you before

  never to leave me when we’re out in a crowd.’




  ‘I went to look for a CD for Dad,’ Becky said apologetically. ‘I could still see you from where I was. Then some men stood in front, and I couldn’t see you. You ran

  away.’




  ‘Because I thought I’d lost you,’ Hailey snapped. ‘I was looking for you.’




  Again she hugged her daughter. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ she persisted. ‘No one touched you, did they? Where have you been all this time?’




  ‘Adam found me,’ said Becky, turning. Now, for the first time, Hailey noticed that there was someone else at the door.




  She straightened up, still holding Becky as if frightened to release her.




  The newcomers moved sheepishly into the room, nervous of intruding on this reunion. One wore the dark blue uniform of a security guard.




  ‘That’s Adam,’ said Becky, jabbing her small index finger in the direction of the other man by the doorway.




  ‘Adam Walker,’ he said, smiling.




  ‘My name’s Stuart Jenkins,’ the uniformed man told her. ‘I’m with Security here.’ There was an officiousness to his tone.




  ‘Where did you find her?’ asked Hailey.




  ‘By the fountain outside,’ Walker said. ‘She was looking at the fish – weren’t you?’ He winked at Becky, who smiled coyly.




  ‘What were you doing by the fountain?’ Hailey demanded of her daughter. ‘That’s nowhere near where we got separated.’




  ‘Mr Walker actually prevented an accident,’ Jenkins offered. ‘Your daughter wandered outside onto the road. If it hadn’t been for Mr Walker’s intervention . .

  .’ He allowed the sentence to trail off.




  ‘What were you doing out on the road?’ Hailey rasped, gripping her daughter by the arm. ‘You could have been killed.’




  ‘I was looking for the car,’ Becky said, tears welling. ‘I thought I’d wait for you there.’




  Walker cut the child short. ‘You’ve got her back, that’s all that matters,’ he said, still smiling that infectious smile.




  He took a step back.




  ‘I’ll leave you alone now,’ he said, retreating. ‘Unless there’s anything else I can do to help. Do you need a lift home or anything? You must be a bit shaken up

  after what’s happened.’




  ‘We’ll be OK. Thanks for offering, though.’




  ‘Goodbye, then, Becky,’ he said, waving to her. ‘It was a pleasure to meet you.’ He bowed exaggeratedly. ‘Although I wish it had been in happier

  circumstances.’




  Becky sniffed back a tear and managed a smile.




  ‘’Bye, Adam,’ said the little girl, waving back at him.




  ‘Thanks again, Mr Walker,’ Hailey offered.




  ‘Adam,’ he insisted. ‘It was my pleasure, Hailey.’




  She looked surprised that he knew her name.




  Noticing this, he pointed at Becky.




  ‘You can’t have any secrets when you’ve got a five-year-old, can you?’




  And he was gone.




  Jenkins followed him out of the room.




  ‘Are we going home now, Mum?’ Becky wanted to know.




  Hailey looked at her and kissed her on the forehead.




  ‘What do you think?’ She smiled.
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  It was too cold to be out at this time of night. Standing waiting for the door to be opened. What was the big deal anyway? Why the secrecy?




  Mind you, Ian was always like that. But Ian knew what was what. Clever man, Ian.




  He’d lent him books and recommended others for reading. Part of an education, he had joked.




  It was Ian who answered the door now. He looked smart for such a late hour: waistcoat and cufflinks. He looked as if he was on his way out somewhere, not on his way to

  bed.




  He ushered his visitor inside, said something about those miniature bottles of alcohol he’d been promising to show. Then he disappeared for a moment.




  The scream came from the sitting room.




  Then a voice he recognized.




  ‘Help him. Help him.’




  He dashed into the sitting room, stopping dead at the threshold.




  The room was in virtual darkness. Thick shadows, cast by the lamp on top of the TV set, carpeted the small room.




  On the floor next to the couch a figure lay on its stomach.




  It was screaming.




  Ian was standing astride it.




  Hitting it with something.




  Great savage blows across the back of the skull, and the figure continued to writhe and scream.




  He realized that the figure was a youth barely older than himself. Or wasn’t it real?




  No, this had to be some kind of joke, didn’t it?




  Ian was playing a joke on him.




  The figure had to be a life-size model the way it jerked about with each fresh impact.




  Each fresh impact on the skull.




  With the axe.




  The weapon was wielded with expert ferocity. And now he saw blood spurting, and he knew for sure that this was no joke.




  He looked at Ian, who continued striking with the axe. He heard words like ‘bastard’ and ‘cunt’ shouted with each blow.




  Fourteen blows.




  And there was blood everywhere.




  On the carpet. On the sofa. The walls. The fireplace.




  It would have to be cleaned up.




  Perhaps the woman watching would do that, he thought. The woman with the platinum-blonde hair, who stood gazing raptly at the scene of carnage before her. She was patting her

  two dogs, who had been in the room the whole time – but he had only just noticed them.




  The woman paused for a moment, as if waiting for orders, then she wandered into the kitchen and he heard the sound of running water.




  Ian told him to go and help. Help to clean the place up. Myra couldn’t be expected to do it all on her own, could she?




  And, when they’d finished, she’d make them all a cup of tea.




  Good old Myra.




  As he stepped across the blood-slicked carpet, he almost trod in something.




  Something reddish-grey in colour.




  Something with the consistency of jelly.




  It took him only a second to realize it was a sliver of brain.




  He thought he was going to be sick.
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            Do you see the terror in her eyes, Ian?




            Myra Hindley


          


        


      

    


  




   




  

    

      	

        

          

            God save Myra Hindley, God save Ian Brady,




            Even though he’s horrible and she ain’t what you call a lady . . .




            The Sex Pistols


          


        


      

    


  




  







  Preparation




  THE BLADE WAS no more than three inches long.




  Fashioned from a single piece of iron, it was triangular in shape, rough-sharpened on both sides and needle-sharp at the tip.




  The makeshift handle had been formed by driving the sharpened metal into a piece of thick wood. That wood had then been repeatedly wrapped in masking tape.




  The whole lethal weapon was less than six inches in length.




  ‘And how the fuck did you get that out of the machine shop?’ asked Paul Doolan, looking at the blade.




  David Layton didn’t answer.




  He sat silently on the edge of his bunk, gazing down almost lovingly at the knife that rested on his pillow.




  ‘If the screws flip this fucking cell, we’re both in the shit,’ said Doolan. ‘If they find that, we’ll . . .’




  ‘They’re not going to find it,’ snapped Layton irritably. ‘The fucking thing won’t be here long enough for that. Besides, if we don’t give the fucking

  twirls reason to flip us, then they won’t, will they? This’ll be gone by tomorrow.’




  ‘When you doing it?’ Doolan wanted to know.




  Layton shrugged.




  ‘When the time’s right,’ he said quietly.




  ‘Who is this geezer anyway? Why does Brycey want him cut?’




  ‘It’s family business, so I hear. This Morton bloke, the one who Brycey wants cut, they stick him in here for receiving, or something like that. Only it turns out, while

  he’s been in the real world, he’s been shafting Brycey’s cousin, hasn’t he?’




  ‘And Brycey didn’t know that?’




  Layton shook his head.




  ‘One of the most powerful gang bosses in East London, and this Morton geezer is cutting a slice off his fucking cousin,’ he chuckled.




  ‘So Morton didn’t know who this bird was?’




  ‘No, not a clue. ’Course, the fact that she’s only seventeen didn’t exactly please Brycey, did it? I mean, from what I’ve heard, she’s a right little slag

  anyway. Could suck a golf ball through a fucking garden hose, that type.’




  Both men laughed.




  ‘More pricks than a second-hand dartboard,’ Doolan added.




  ‘Yeah – and the rest,’ Layton continued.




  ‘So Brycey wants you to do him up?’




  ‘What was I going to say? If Geoff Bryce asks you to do something, you fucking do it, don’t you?’




  ‘With less than a month to parole?’




  ‘What would you have done? Told him to go fuck himself?’




  ‘No, of course not. But I haven’t got less than a month to jam roll, have I?’




  ‘Look, if I do this job for Brycey, I walk out of here with a few bob in my pocket. If I don’t do it, I don’t walk. Besides, I couldn’t give a fuck. I

  don’t know this Morton bloke, so what do I care?’




  David Layton slid the blade beneath his pillow and lay back on his bunk.




  He lay on his side, gazing across at the opposite wall of the cell: at the array of photos showing naked women in every manner of pose. He’d stuck most of the pictures up there himself,

  Blu-tacked to the discoloured stonework.




  On the bunk above him, Paul Doolan was flipping slowly through the daily paper, occasionally reading sections aloud.




  He was thirty-two, four years older than Layton. Both men had spent the majority of their lives in and out of various institutions. Layton himself had begun with a remand home at thirteen and

  then, as theft had become receiving stolen goods, then possession of cocaine, and finally several charges of assault and grievous bodily harm, he had graduated to a series of prisons.




  This cell in Wandsworth was his latest.




  A three stretch for glassing some fucking ponce inside a nightclub in Hackney. It had left the victim with one hundred and twenty-six stitches in his face, and Layton with another listing on

  his record. He had once joked that he had more form than Red Rum.




  Prison life didn’t bother him. Why should it? He knew the system here inside out. He knew how to work it to his advantage. Lots of men folded inside. Not David Layton: he had

  blossomed.




  ‘So,’ said Doolan, leaning over to look down at his cellmate. ‘How did you get that blade out of the machine shop? You didn’t tell me. You couldn’t have

  crutched something like that.’




  ‘Does it matter?’ said Layton.




  ‘Just curious.’




  ‘Well, you know what curiosity does, don’t you? And not just to cats.’




  Doolan grinned.




  ‘Why’s the blade so dirty?’ he wanted to know.




  ‘I covered it in shit. When I cut Morton, that will infect the wounds. They’ll turn bad. The cunt might even end up with blood poisoning, with any luck. If he does, Brycey might

  bung me a bonus.’ He grinned crookedly.




  Beneath the pillow, he closed his hand around the weapon.
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  ‘WELL, I HAPPEN to think it matters quite a lot,’ snapped Robert Gibson into the mouthpiece of the receiver.

  ‘I’ll explain why, and I’ll try to keep it simple for you. Our company is called BG TRUCKS, right? Every day, lorries and removal vans go all over the country with that logo

  painted on the side of them – like a mobile advert, right? You’ve just sent us headed notepaper that says BEE GEE TRUCKS, which makes us sound as if we only do removals for that pop

  group who did the soundtrack to Saturday Night Fever. It’s a spelling error, understand?’




  The person at the other end was having difficulty.




  ‘BG TRUCKS is different to BEE GEE TRUCKS,’ Rob said, spelling out the disparity. ‘Are we clear now?’




  The voice at the other end still couldn’t see the problem.




  ‘I’ll make it very simple,’ Rob continued. ‘If this headed notepaper isn’t replaced, then you get no money. N-O. No. Know what I mean? Or should I say k-n-o-w what

  I mean?’ He hung up.




  ‘Dickhead,’ Rob snarled at the phone, then he leant back in his seat and stretched his arms, feeling the beginnings of a headache gnawing at the base of his skull.




  The responsibilities of management, he mused.




  Eight years earlier he wouldn’t have needed to deal with such petty concerns. Eight years ago, his only concern with the haulage business was in driving trucks, not working out

  where they should be at what times of each day, for fifty-two weeks of the year. His and his partner’s decision to start up their own business had been vindicated by its success, and so far

  they had encountered few problems. Business had been plentiful to the point that they’d had to employ two more drivers the previous year, and there was certainly no sign of that business

  drying up. And why should it? They provided a good service for their customers, and at cheaper rates than most of their competitors.




  At thirty-four, Robert Gibson could, if he wished, consider his life to be a success. A thriving business, an expensive house and a loving family. Life didn’t get much better, did it?




  He exhaled deeply.




  Did it?




  He looked across his desk.




  A photo of his daughter smiled back at him. It had been taken at her birthday party just nine months earlier.




  Hailey had taken it. The two of them there together, laughing happily.




  The perfect dad.




  He smiled, then his thoughts were interrupted as his office door opened.




  ‘Every time I walk into this bloody office you’re staring at that photo,’ said Frank Burnside.




  ‘Do you blame me?’ Rob asked.




  Burnside shook his head. ‘No, I don’t. She’s a beautiful kid. It’s a good job she got her looks from her mother and not you.’




  ‘Ha-bloody-ha. What do you want?’




  ‘You know those two other vans we were after? I spoke to the boss at the garage, and he now wants five grand each for them.’




  ‘Tell him to fuck off. No, better still, give me his number and I’ll tell him to fuck off. Three and a half each, we said. He agreed it.’




  ‘Well, he’s changed his mind.’




  ‘Then we’ll change our supplier, sod him. Come to think of it, Frank, don’t ring him. Put it in writing. That makes it more official. Just don’t put it on any of this new

  notepaper.’ He grimaced.




  ‘I’ll get . . . um . . . her to type up a letter,’ Burnside said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.




  ‘Sandy, you mean. You can use her name in front of me, you know. She is our secretary after all. Don’t try being tactful now, Frank. It’s a bit late for

  that.’




  ‘Yeah, well, if you want my advice—’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘If you were going to have an affair, then why have it with someone who works for us, Rob? For Christ’s sake, talk about shitting on your own doorstep. I mean to say, that’s

  why her bloody marriage broke up, isn’t it? She was always knocking around with other blokes, and her old man finally gave her the push. You weren’t the first, you

  know.’




  ‘Give it a rest, Frank. OK, so she’s divorced. So she’s been around a bit. If it’s a problem, it’s my problem.’




  ‘Not entirely, Rob. If it affects the running of this firm, then it’s my problem too.’




  ‘And did it? No. I tell you what, Frank. You stick to worrying about your fucking cholesterol, let me worry about Sandy. That’s all over now anyway, you know that.’




  ‘Does Hailey know it?’




  ‘Jesus, what is this? Woman’s Hour? Stick to running this business, Frank. Forget the Agony Aunt routine. Any problems I’ve got with Hailey, I’ll sort them

  out.’




  ‘It might seem like I’m sticking my oar in but, if it does, I’m doing it because I care about both of you. I mean we’re mates, not just business partners, aren’t

  we? If I had any problems with Maggie, I’d talk to you about them.’




  ‘Hailey and I are OK, right? We’re working things out. I didn’t exactly sit down and consider the pros and cons before I had that affair with Sandy. I didn’t think about

  any of the consequences, because I didn’t expect to get caught. But I did, and that’s the end of it. Now, if there’s nothing else, why don’t you give Sandy a shout

  and we can tell her what to put in this letter?’




  Burnside paused a moment, then opened the office door again.




  ‘Sandy,’ he called, ‘have you got a minute, please?’




  The two men locked stares, Burnside finally looking away, stepping to one side to allow their secretary access to the room.




  Sandra Bennett smiled at both men as she entered, the smile a little more muted as she looked at Rob.




  He ran swiftly appraising eyes over her: the slim legs and narrow hips, the shoulder-length ash-blonde hair. Narrow, finely chiselled features, and those eyes – inviting.




  An invitation you couldn’t turn down, Rob pondered, shifting in his seat.




  She was wearing a black jacket and skirt. Simple. Efficient.




  She sat down opposite Rob and crossed her legs, smoothing a crease from her skirt, aware that he was studying her. There was still a part of her that welcomed that gaze, and all that might lie

  behind it.




  ‘Take a letter, Miss Bennett,’ said Burnside, grinning.




  ‘Frank, you’re not usually this formal.’ She smiled.




  ‘We need to be this time,’ Rob said. He explained to her what was going on with the vans they wanted to buy, watching as she made notes on her pad, stopping occasionally to look at

  him, unsettling him by the length of one or two of those glances.




  Burnside was chipping in with his own ideas but, when Sandy looked up at them after each flurry of scribbling, it was Rob’s gaze that she caught and held.




  Finally she got to her feet, and tapped the notepad with her pen.




  ‘I’ll sort it out,’ she said, smiling.




  And she was gone.




  ‘Give them hell, Sandy,’ Burnside chuckled after her.




  ‘What else can I do for you, Frank?’ Rob wanted to know, looking up at his partner still standing in the doorway.




  Burnside appeared vague.




  ‘You’re still here,’ Rob continued. ‘So is there something else?’




  ‘Just be careful, Rob,’ said the older man. ‘Like I said, I know it’s none of my business, but . . .’




  Rob cut him short. ‘That’s right,’ he said flatly.




  ‘If it’s any consolation, I can understand why you did it. I mean, she’s a good-looking girl, I don’t deny that, and—’




  ‘Spare me the shoulder to cry on, Frank. I said it’s over, and it is.’ He got to his feet, crossing to the door, holding it open for his partner, who hesitated a minute then

  left. Rob closed the door, but lingered next to it.




  Through the glass wall that formed the front of his office, he could clearly see Sandy sitting at her desk, fingers flashing quickly across the keyboard of her VDU.




  Waiting for her to turn round and look at you?




  ‘It’s over,’ he said under his breath.




  He wondered if these words of reassurance were for his own benefit.




  It was a moment or two before he went back and sat down again.
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  ‘I GOT LOST today, Dad.’




  Becky said the words almost gleefully, smiling happily first at Rob then at Hailey.




  They had eaten dinner in the kitchen, as they always did; the room that had once been the dining room having been transformed, about a year ago, into a study, and what had once been the study

  having been redecorated to turn it into a playroom for Becky. What the hell: they only ever used the dining room once or twice a year, when their parents visited and Hailey cooked for more than

  just the three of them. They weren’t exactly dinnerparty types. The room was wasted, Rob had said. So for the last eleven months they had eaten every meal in the kitchen. Some had been

  consumed in an atmosphere close to despair, especially in the last six months, but the meal this particular evening had been an enjoyable one. Not just because of Hailey’s culinary skill, but

  also because they had all laughed and joked. The conversation had flowed easily, Rob had looked a little more relaxed than usual, and Hailey had been grateful for the change in his character.




  Both of them had tried hard to keep their true feelings hidden from Becky, ever since the discovery of Rob’s affair, and, most of the time, they had been successful.




  Of course, Becky wasn’t stupid and, especially when Rob’s indiscretion had first come to light, she had been only too quick to spot a difference in her parents. Puzzled when her

  father, in particular, snapped at her so vehemently for apparently trivial things, there had been tears. But on the whole the emotional upheaval that both Hailey and Rob had been – and were

  still – going through was well disguised.




  At first, Rob didn’t react to his daughter’s last words. He merely sipped his glass of mineral water, lost in his own thoughts.




  ‘Dad, I said I got lost,’ Becky repeated, unsure whether her father had heard her.




  ‘Where?’ he said finally, a slight edge to his voice.




  Becky began to tell him.




  ‘Or should I say how?’




  He was looking straight at Hailey now.




  ‘I didn’t want to worry you,’ she said. ‘Everything was all right in the end.’




  ‘Well, that’s OK then, isn’t it?’ he said. She wasn’t slow to catch the note of sarcasm in his voice.




  No, it was something even stronger.




  Disdain?




  Anger?




  ‘A man found me,’ Becky continued. ‘He was really nice, wasn’t he, Mum?’




  Hailey smiled and nodded, aware of Rob’s eyes boring into her.




  ‘Well, that’s fine then, sweetheart,’ he said, getting to his feet and kissing the top of Becky’s head.




  He carried his plate across to the sink, then returned and collected those of Hailey and his daughter. As he looked across at Hailey, she saw his eyes narrow slightly.




  ‘Can I watch a video before I go to bed, Dad?’ Becky wanted to know.




  ‘Just half an hour,’ Hailey offered.




  Becky scrambled down from the table and disappeared through into the sitting room, leaving Hailey and Rob to clear the table and wash up.




  ‘Don’t start, Rob,’ Hailey said, filling the sink with hot water.




  ‘Start about what?’ he snapped. ‘Our daughter getting lost when you were supposed to be looking after her? Why should I? I mean, she’s fine, isn’t she? Why

  should I start?’




  ‘If you knew how I felt, waiting for her to be found, you might be a bit more sympathetic.’ She handed him a clean, dripping plate.




  He didn’t answer, merely continued drying crockery as she passed them to him.




  ‘Don’t give me the silent treatment, Rob,’ Hailey muttered. ‘If you’ve got something to say, then say it.’




  ‘Perhaps I should wait and do my talking tonight. That’s what those bloody sessions are for, isn’t it?’




  She shot him an angry glance.




  ‘I didn’t force you to come, Rob. And if you want to stop going, then that’s up to you too. I thought we needed help. I hoped you understood that. I thought you wanted

  to do something to help our relationship. After all, it was you who fucked it all up in the first place.’




  ‘Yeah, I know. And if I hadn’t had an affair, we wouldn’t be going to Marriage Guidance, would we?’




  Again she caught that heavy scorn in his voice.




  ‘It’s called Relate,’ she told him.




  ‘What difference does the name make? It does the same job, doesn’t it?’




  ‘And what job’s that? What job do you think it’s supposed to do, Rob?’




  He shook his head. ‘I’m going to sit with Becky,’ he said, throwing the tea towel onto the worktop. ‘Perhaps she needs someone to keep an eye on her.’




  He was out of the kitchen before Hailey could reply.




  She heard his footsteps on the stairs.




  Despite the fact that the television was on, the volume was low and Hailey wasn’t really paying much attention to the programme. It was a soap opera – wasn’t it always?

  She merely gazed blankly at the screen, listening as Rob made his way down the stairs, then into the kitchen. A moment later he wandered into the sitting room and sat down in the chair on the other

  side of the room, his gaze straying first to the TV and then to the daily paper lying on the coffee table close to him. He picked it up and flipped it around to the sports pages.




  ‘Did you read her a story?’ Hailey asked.




  ‘She was tired anyway,’ Rob answered. ‘It didn’t take long for her to drop off. Not surprising really, is it? I mean, she’s had a lot of excitement today – if

  that’s what you want to call it.’




  He continued looking at the paper.




  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Rob, drop it, will you?’ Hailey said wearily.




  He lowered the paper.




  ‘Drop it? Our daughter gets lost in one of the biggest shopping centres in the country, and you say “Drop it.” What the hell were you doing?’




  ‘I knew this was coming. You think it’s my fault, don’t you?’




  ‘Do you have any idea what could have happened to her?’




  ‘I spent nearly an hour thinking about nothing else.’




  ‘You weren’t going to tell me, were you?’




  ‘No. Because I knew you’d react like this.’




  ‘How do you expect me to react?’




  ‘With a little bit of understanding. I went through hell this afternoon until they found her.’




  ‘And you just decided not to tell me?’




  ‘Don’t start lecturing me about deceit, Rob. You’re not really in a position to do that, are you?’




  He raised his hands. ‘Change the record, Hailey,’ he said irritably.




  She glared at him.




  She was about to speak again when she heard the two-tone door-chime. Flashing him one final, angry glance, she got to her feet and headed for the door, from habit peering through the spyhole

  before she opened it.




  As she waited on the doorstep, Caroline Hacket rubbed her hands together.




  ‘It’s getting colder,’ she commented as Hailey let her in.




  Caroline slipped off her long grey coat to reveal a dark sweatshirt and jeans beneath. She draped the coat over the bannister and turned to Hailey, seeing how pale and drawn she looked.




  ‘Are you OK?’ she wanted to know.




  Hailey nodded. ‘Becky’s fast asleep,’ she said, reaching for her own coat that hung on the rack behind her. ‘We’ll be back by nine.’




  Caroline touched her friend’s arm and nodded. She turned as Rob appeared in the doorway to the sitting room.




  ‘How’s things in the world of big business, Rob?’ Caroline asked, smiling.




  ‘Not bad,’ he said, forcing a return smile that appeared more like a leer. He pulled on a jacket and dug in his pocket for the car keys. He then wandered outside, and a couple of

  minutes later Hailey heard the engine of the Audi throb into life.




  ‘You know where everything is, don’t you?’ said Hailey.




  ‘I should do by now,’ Caroline told her. ‘Go on. Everything will be fine. I’ll see you later.’




  Hailey closed the door behind her and headed towards the passenger side of the waiting Audi.




  ‘Everything will be fine.’




  How badly she wanted to believe that.
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  THE ROOM WAS small. No more than fifteen feet square. Sparsely furnished. It contained little except three chairs, a filing cabinet and a small coffee

  table. The walls were plain, their banality not even enlivened by a photograph or a painting.




  The consultation room reminded Rob of a cell.




  Cigarette smoke hung in the air like a curtain of dirty gauze, and the ashtray on the table next to a box of Kleenex was already full. Hailey and Rob were both smoking, watched with something

  approaching disapproval by the woman who sat in the room with them.




  Marie Anderson was in her early forties: a small woman with the kind of outrageously rosy cheeks that made her look like a badly painted doll. She looked from Hailey to Rob, and then back again.

  For three weeks they had been attending these Relate sessions. For three weeks she had listened to their pain and their anger spilling out into this small room. And what she had heard from them she

  had heard a hundred times before, from a hundred different couples.




  Words like ‘Betrayal’, ‘Infidelity’, ‘Anger’, ‘Revenge’ . . .




  ‘Hatred’.




  Marie often wondered if her role was merely that of referee to these bouts of emotional pugilism. She had voiced her concerns about that to some of her colleagues, but found they saw their own

  roles as something similar. They were there to guide, to cajole, to interpret; they were not there to solve problems. They could not wave magic wands and reassemble marriages shattered by

  infidelity or a hundred other kinds of indiscretion.
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