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PART ONE

  

Now…








Chapter 1




FRANK WATCHED THE art critic nudge the glasses further up his nose to examine the painting called “Knife Textures 1”. Without turning to Frank, the critic asked, “What’s it like to kill a man?”

“Why don’t you try it?” suggested Frank, without a flicker.

The critic guffawed as he typed the quote into his iPhone.

In the run-up to the first exhibition of his work, Frank Tong had refused to give interviews. But that hadn’t prevented The Times, Telegraph and The Guardian running articles about him. Though written by the arts correspondents, the pieces contained as much information about his criminal life as his paintings. The journalists indulged themselves in examining the link between his “previous” life as a villain and his “new” life as an artist.

Just like his brother they couldn’t accept that Frank needed both violence and art in his life — even now, when he was on the verge of becoming a successful, respected artist. Reform and redemption were the cliches these journalists pulled off the shelf.

But violence and art were married in Frank’s mind. And it was a beautiful, perfect marriage in which the passion would never die. He often mixed a couple of drops of his own blood with the paint. He enjoyed watching the thinner blood get swallowed up by the thicker paint — swallowed up but organically still there — existing within, like a disease. People who bought his paintings got a little piece of him.

He never told anybody he did this because it lessened the thrill.

In half an hour at the swanky gallery in Mayfair, London, Frank had done little more than nod at anybody the publicist introduced him to. The art world, however, seemed to like this attitude. They raised eyebrows at each other, miming gratitude at having survived an encounter with this grisly member of the underworld.

“Which artist has been most influential on your own work?”

But Frank didn’t answer the critic. Instead, he turned on his heels, walked out into the cold February night, got into his car, and began the drive to Leicestershire, a hundred miles north.

The journey up the M1 gave Frank time to calm down. He would soon be riled again, as surely as a cloud would always spoil a sunny day in a British summer. But that was okay by Frank. He never liked warm weather — it irritated the scars on his arms.

“In a hundred yards, turn left,” said the satnav. 

Frank turned the wheel of his Audi A4, guiding it into another suburban street. He was nearly there. A sign told him he was entering the town of “Countesthorpe”. It was brick after brick, one house after another. The homeowners probably thought of these houses as their castles. But what use was a castle without a drawbridge? 

The Thompsons were about to find out. 

He gripped the steering wheel tighter, watching the muscles flex in his arms. He was built like a soldier, despite not visiting the gym for a few months. But his hair wasn’t like a soldier’s. It reached down to his shoulders and was already mostly grey, even though he was only thirty-eight years old. He enjoyed watching himself age. It made him smile — well, almost. He wasn’t a natural smiler. The line of his mouth was happier when straight.

“In two hundred yards, turn right,” the satnav intoned. 

Vincent van Gogh was his major influence. But it was none of the art critic’s business. He wasn’t an influence stylistically — it was more the self-mutilation that Frank could relate to. He thought of one of van Gogh’s paintings, The Starry Night, as he looked up at the sky through his windscreen. There were no stars tonight, nor any night. Modern street lighting had dazzled them out of the sky. Frank didn’t miss them. People romanticised stars far too much.

“Turn right.”

Frank did so. He looked at the satnav’s display, glowing in the dark. Not far to go now.

The couple would be shocked. They thought that they were safe. Safe from the Tongs? That was a crazy thought. The couple might have been the victims of circumstances but they’d had several chances to walk away. Soon they would be unable to walk, unable to breathe. 

Frank took a deep breath.

“In fifty yards, you have reached your destination.”

Frank looked forward to the end of the cul-de-sac. Number sixteen hung on the wooden gate, the brass figures illuminated by the spears of light from his headlights. He eased the car forward the last twenty yards like a slow exhale, like a last breath.

Just as in all the other houses, the lights were out. It was three a.m., after all — the vulnerable hour when, statistically, most people died.


Chapter 2




DAN SLOWLY FILLED his lungs with air, paused, then emptied them. Another deep breath, and another. He tried breathing through his nose, he tried breathing through his mouth. Then he moved on. 

He imagined a cloud drifting across his forehead. He saw it, in his mind’s eye, move to the side, to be replaced by another. This relaxation technique involved putting his thoughts onto these clouds and watching them drift away. At the moment, he only had silly thoughts, such as: did he remember to buy porridge for the morning? Seriously? Was it really porridge that was preventing him from sleeping?

He lay there and tried to think of nothing, the darkness of the bedroom stretching out before him. His body was relaxed, but his mind wouldn’t allow him to drift off. It kept tugging at his sleeve, wanting attention. What was it trying to tell him? He wished it would just turn itself off for a few hours.

Sally lay next to him. She was sound asleep. Those long blonde locks made Dan think of her as a heroine from a fairy tale. Her fair, delicate features reinforced the image. And she was a heroine, considering the trouble Dan had put her through. Being pregnant hadn’t made things easier. He’d hoped she’d come around to liking the idea but, with a month to the baby’s due date, time was running out. That was a thought, a troubling one. The cloud it was on, was a dark one. He made it drift away.

He yawned. He often yawned. But it was never the precursor to sleep that it was for others. He knew it was futile. He was going through the motions. He was tired, but not sleepy, exhausted but lively. Insomnia was a naughty child who refused to behave himself.

Dan swung his legs out of the bed. The chill air made his nose tender, the radiator was cold to the touch. He reached for his dressing gown and slowly made his way out of the bedroom. He’d done this so many times before that he knew which floorboards creaked and which didn’t.

He took one last look at Sally. Her cute little features twitched.

There wasn’t a sound from outside the window. There were more birds than cars in this neighbourhood, and they were all asleep. It was certainly different from living in Wimbledon, near the hurly burly of London. There was no constant hum from the Broadway here.

No, that had been a different life. A very different life.

Events had conspired to drive them a hundred miles away from their first home. But the strangeness of their new location couldn’t be blamed for his insomnia. He liked their new domicile. If only Sally had liked it as much.

In the kitchen, Dan wrapped his hands around a warm, comforting mug of hot chocolate. He dipped his nose into the rising steam, making it wet but warm. He felt even warmer when it wended its way to his stomach.

Dan pottered into the lounge and turned on the TV. There was a Los Angeles Lakers game underway. He didn’t yet fully understand the tactical intricacies of basketball but he knew enough to follow the action. It made him forget what the time was here, forget that he was an insomniac, and that there were reasons why, even if they were hidden away in his mind. He adjusted the volume of the TV so it was barely audible, just a reassuring hum, and then curled up on the sofa.

There was a fracas in the basketball, a dispute over a charging foul. A player’s eyes were bulging as he got into the face of an opponent. Dan was no lip reader but the player wasn’t wishing the other player a good day.

An hour watching the alternating left-right motion on the court should eventually help him to drift off for a couple of hours, he hoped. The flickering image in the darkened room was already mesmerising him.

He heard a car pull up outside. He glanced at the clock. It was 3 a.m.


Chapter 3




SALLY BLINKED SEVERAL times. It took her a while to realise it was dark. Her eyes were bleary, a thick film covering them. She wasn’t used to waking up in the middle of the night, so it was a few seconds before her brain could engage with the senses.

The first sense that registered was hearing — a dull thud against the wall behind the bed’s headboard. A few seconds later there was another. The second was firmer, shaking the wall. The wooden slats under the mattress creaked before settling again.

Sally wiped the sleep from her eyes. As she rolled over and slowly swung her feet to the floor, she heard a clatter, definitely from downstairs. She moved as quickly as she could, which, at the moment, was not quick at all. It took a gargantuan effort to lift her pregnant stomach into an upright position.

Sally shuffled along the bedroom floor, dressed in her horrible, flowery maternity night-dress. She’d stopped sleeping naked so she didn’t have to see the enormous mountain her abdomen had become.

When she reached the top of the landing, the sounds became clearer. They lost their dullness — they became sharp, percussive, harsh. Her mind was waking up, yet she was experiencing a terrible nightmare. Terror grabbed her by the throat.

She hesitated at the top of the stairs. 

Then she edged her right foot down to the first step until it touched the carpet. But before it could settle, there was another bang. She withdrew her foot, flicked it back in fear.

She peered over the banisters and saw the lounge door below. It was half open, but she couldn’t make out anything other than the TV showing a game of basketball.

“Dan?” she called out.

Nothing.

Another crashing sound.

She should turn back, she told herself. She should, but she couldn’t.

She put the right foot back down on the lower step. The left foot followed it. With each step down the stairs, the noise of crashing mixed with fraught human exhalations became more urgent. There was no doubt about it, she was certain — she was walking into violence. 

Sally knew it was not the wise thing to do. She was two people now, as Dan constantly reminded her. She should be cowering in the bedroom. That would be the sensible, responsible action. 

They had no phone upstairs. In fact, they didn’t have a landline at all. The police had advised them to have as few records as possible, so they’d restricted themselves to their mobile phones. And both mobiles were downstairs in the lounge, recharging.

There was nothing else for it. She hobbled down the stairs, doing her best not to listen to the crashing sounds from the lounge. Halfway down, she was out of breath. She had a limited amount of energy and had expended most of it already. At eight months pregnant, the extra weight meant simple walking was an exercise akin to weightlifting for a normal person.

A few more steps and she was at the bottom of the stairs. Her field of view through the lounge door was wider. Sally could see the sofa but couldn’t see her husband.

She called out again. “Dan.”

Then something, a figure, flew across the lounge, ending its brief journey with a dull thud, as it hit the wall out of her sight.

It was Dan.

Blood flowed enough to pump adrenaline and she waddled as fast as she could to reach the hallway. She felt the baby stir as well, kicking at its imprisonment. Then, without thinking, she rushed into the lounge.

One step in, she froze. She was equidistant from two men.

One was Dan. He’d landed against the far wall. 

Hunched up, his face was battered, his head lolling to one side. Blood trickled from the corner of an eye. Both cheeks were already beginning to swell. He was pale, the force of fists had brutally hammered any colour from his cheeks. His lip bled too. As he noticed her presence, he tried to raise his head and speak. But nothing came out. She caught her breath.

She didn’t want to look at the other end of the room. Somehow, her shocked consciousness was kidding itself that if she didn’t acknowledge her husband’s assailant, he wouldn’t be there. But, all the same, the intruder was no more than four yards to her right. 

She knew he wouldn’t leave. Not until he got his revenge.


Chapter 4




DAN COULD HARDLY lift his head. His skull was heavy, as if each strike from his opponent had implanted a lead weight into his head. The lead weights had built up and now he struggled to keep his head up, staring mainly at the carpet.

He cursed his lack of bulk. He was in shape, he went to the gym regularly. But this wasn’t about general fitness or muscle tone. His opponent was a force of nature.

Dan’s face had received most of the blows but it was his legs that were shaking with the shock. They were doing their best to persuade him not to get to his feet only to be knocked down again. There was a ringing in his ears, like a dead phone line that he couldn’t hang up on.

His whole body was in trauma.

He wanted to reassure Sally that he was fine. He wanted to be steadfast, to give her the confidence that he would protect her and their unborn child. But she only had to look at him to know it wasn’t true.

He imagined Frank reigning the same blows down on Sally, kicking their unborn child through his wife’s enlarged stomach. It wasn’t hard to envisage Frank committing such a heinous act. If only Dan could channel that anger into giving him the strength to get to his feet. He begged his body to feel the rage of his spirit. But there was no response. His body was not at home to take the call.

He wanted to shout to Sally to run. But that was ridiculous in her condition. Eight months pregnant, you don’t run. You waddle like a duck. Trying to run would be a final, futile gesture. His only option was to defeat his opponent.

Frank Tong was built like the muscle machines Dan had only seen in adverts for protein powder in health food shops. His long hair didn’t soften the look, either, it just made him appear more wolfish. It was man against beast. Frank didn’t have much fighting technique. There was no bobbing and weaving. No concern for his own protection. He fought with the subtlety of a bulldozer. And Dan didn’t have the resources to defeat a bulldozer.

Dan watched Frank’s eyes move across to Sally for the first time. But then Frank looked away, as if the very idea of her pregnant form disgusted him. It was probably the only thing that Frank and Sally might have in common, a hatred of pregnancy.

Dan tried to raise himself up. But his legs buckled.

He tried again.

He got to his feet this time, but staggered backwards. Luckily, the wall was there to keep him upright. He used the wall, pushed back against it as much as he could, and his body slid upwards. 

He was on his feet.

Frank could have killed him several times over, but obviously wanted to make him suffer. Dan’s attempts to defend himself were pathetic. And now he had to go on the offensive. It was his only way of protecting Sally. But how? He felt so useless. He had to hope that Frank had no motivation in extinguishing Sally after he’d finished with him.

Dan looked at Sally again. He wanted to tell her to go back to the bedroom, but that might encourage Frank to go after her. All he could manage was a couple of nods of faux reassurance. In return, Sally attempted a smile. But her lips trembled and mocked her feeble bravado.

Frank walked towards Dan. To get to him, he had to walk past Sally.

“Please,” Dan murmured.

But Frank wasn’t interested in Sally. He lunged at Dan. As he lunged, his right arm was already swinging. It landed on Dan’s left cheek with Frank’s weight fully behind it.

Dan was hurled back against the wall. Instinctively he grabbed Frank’s shoulders with both hands, inadvertently pulling him down with him. They fell to the floor, Frank landing on top of Dan, winding him.

Dan tried to push Frank away but he was too heavy. Frank smiled at the pitiful attempt to repel his attack. He playfully grabbed Dan’s wrists when he tried to punch him.

Dan thought: this is it. He had nothing left.

He screamed at Sally, “Run!”


Chapter 5




SALLY WASN’T ABOUT to leave Dan behind.

She might be pregnant, and she might not be thinking properly, logically or sensibly, but she couldn’t desert him. She knew she should put the safety of their unborn child first. She knew Dan wanted that. But she couldn’t go.

The man hit Dan again. The dull, sickening sound of fist on cheekbone was like a clap of thunder to Sally’s ears. It made her tear-up and get angry at the same time. The animal followed it up with more blows.

She swayed backwards and forwards, her breathing becoming shallow. The baby sensed something was amiss because he kicked like a martial arts expert. She had to do something. She watched Dan’s arms flail around as he tried to push the man off him. But it was useless, a mismatch in size and intensity.

While still straddling Dan, the man reached out behind and took a knife from his back pocket. It had a six inch blade and a hook at the end, designed, Sally feared, to rip and to tear. 

She had to take action. Even if it was the wrong action, that would be better than telling their child she just stood there while its father was stabbed to death. 

That was if her and the child survived this day.

Without a plan, only an intent to stop the stranger, she approached the fight. The man sensed her approach. He looked over his shoulder and wildly swung the knife at her, narrowly missing her stomach. The baby inside didn’t stir this time.

She grabbed at the solid oak Welsh dresser to steady herself. It was a wedding present from her parents. She’d never liked it but hadn’t had the courage to tell her folks. She thought it old fashioned, designed way back when people showed off their dinner plates to prove they weren’t poor. 

But it was heavy. It was solid.

As the man turned back to Dan, a thought sprung into Sally’s head. She put two hands behind the dresser and pushed. It didn’t move.

The man, still sitting on Dan, turned to see her straining to move this behemoth of a piece of furniture. He didn’t look concerned.

Sally realised that if she managed to topple it, it would fall on the man, but also on Dan. What else could she do? She could only hope that the stranger would take the impact and that his body would cushion the blow on her husband. Something was better than nothing.

She heaved again. This time, it rocked from one leg to the other before settling.

The man lifted the knife but stopped and turned when plates hit the floor next to him. He held his hands out to steady the dresser. His demeanour changed, concern arched his lips downward. He tried to get to his feet.

Sally pushed again, putting her shoulder, and the baby’s weight, into it. This time, the dresser rocked further. She gave it another shove, enough to take its momentum beyond the point of no return. The last thing Sally saw before it landed was Dan’s face looking up, startled.

The stranger didn’t have time to get to his feet before he was thrown back down by the weighty, solid oak cupboards that made up the bottom half of the piece.

Sally watched the man’s ankle, so slim and vulnerable on even the most well-developed of bodies, crushed by the top edge of the cupboards.

Sally couldn’t work out which was loudest — the stranger’s  scream, or the sound of his ankle snapping. The brittle cracking sound, like a dry twig thrown onto a bonfire, made her feel sick. 

But that feeling was overtaken by the nauseous thought that Dan was underneath and hadn’t made a noise at all. He’d stopped struggling, stopped straining. Sally shuffled round to the other side of the fallen dresser. 

Dan was pinned to the floor. But he was conscious. The man, and the dresser, had fallen across his midriff.

“Dan? Dan? Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he groaned. “…I think.”

The intruder continued to make a whelping noise. Sally took another look at the stranger’s ankle. It was at right angles to the rest of his leg. She watched the back of his head as he continually butted the floor with it, as if making his head hurt would lessen the excruciating pain from his leg.

“Can you get out?” Sally asked.

Dan used his arms to try and drag himself out. But he couldn’t.

“Hold on.” Sally grabbed both Dan’s hands and pulled. This was harder than toppling the dresser. The weight of their unborn child was hanging down, a hindrance to pulling Dan backwards.

The intruder stopped pounding the ground with his head and twisted to look at the couple. He punched Dan’s chest. But there was no force in the blows. And he kept breaking off, recoiling in pain, reaching for his leg.

Sally groaned as she made another gargantuan effort. This time, Dan slid along the carpet, away from the dresser and the stranger, who let out another feral scream on taking more of the weight from the furniture. The angle between his ankle and the rest of his leg appeared even more unnatural, like a door hanging off its hinges.

Sally felt the blood rush to her head as she reeled back. The effort to drag Dan out had made her woozy. She fell onto her backside and breathed heavily.

Dan crawled over: “Sally. Sally, are you all right?”


Chapter 6




SALLY WASN’T OKAY. She’d overdone it. She felt nauseous, unable to move. The weight of the baby made her body feel like she was sinking into the floor, while her head was spinning around the rose lampshade hanging from the ceiling.

Sally looked at Dan. Even though he’d just been fighting for his life, he was polite, appreciative of her condition, waiting for her to make the first suggestion. Apprehension, however, was spreading across his face, until he could wait no longer. He spoke softly to her, “Hon, we have to go.”

Sally took a deep breath and nodded. She gratefully grabbed Dan’s outstretched hands and let him haul her up onto her feet.

Dan grabbed their mobile phones and their coats, then led Sally out of the room. But before she went through the door, she couldn’t resist looking back over her shoulder at their stricken attacker. He glowered at them. He was obviously in immense pain, yet there was determination in his eyes. His gaze was unflinching.

Dan pulled on Sally’s arm and led her out through the front door.

Immediately they were outside, the freezing cold air hit her. It entered her mouth and travelled down till it reached her already queasy stomach. Her mouth became tacky with a taste of bile, anticipating what was about to pass through it. She knew she wouldn’t be able to hold it back.

She withdrew her hand from Dan’s and bent over the beautiful pansies she’d planted to brighten up the garden in winter. The pit of her stomach convulsed. Nothing came out. She couldn’t do anything but wait for her body to go through its routine.

Dan crouched down beside her. “It’s okay. Take your time,” he whispered, while rubbing her back. Out the corner of her eye, Sally saw him glance toward the front door to see if the man had miraculously got to his feet.

“Who is that?” She barely got the words out before retching.

“Frank Tong. Ben’s brother.”

Sally understood. It was the realisation of a possibility they had never dared talk about. To be fair, they’d gone beyond the point where they thought it would actually happen. In the early days, even when shopping for groceries, they’d looked over their shoulder. But they’d been told over and over again that there was nothing to worry about. They would never be found. Never.

Sally retched again. And again.

It was a harsh, rasping sound. Each time, Dan rubbed her back.

Then she vomited.

It was a bilious coloured liquid without much substance. Hardly anything came up, which wasn’t surprising as she hadn’t eaten much of the beef stew. She retched again, her body seemingly trying to rid itself of something that wasn’t even there. It convulsed. It fluttered. Then it stopped. With the last of it still hanging from her bottom lip, she said, “Come on, let’s go.”

Dan put his arm around her and guided her. Her legs trembled, but retained enough strength to reach the car. Sally fell into the passenger seat, turning her stomach with her hands to squash it into the available area in front of the glove compartment.

“I’ll just get some clothes. You’ll freeze to death,” Dan said.

“Don’t go back in.”

“I’ll be thirty seconds.”

He returned with a bundle of clothes, opened his door and jumped into the driving seat, thrusting the keys into the ignition as fast as he could. The engine turned over straightaway.

He revved it, released the handbrake, and reversed down the driveway at speed.

Crash.

Sally was thrown back in her seat. She looked behind. Turning into the street, the back of the car had hit Frank’s vehicle. Dan turned to her. “Sorry.”

She smiled back at him, weakly. She could still taste the vomit in her mouth.

With no time to check the damage, Dan put the car into first gear and slammed his foot down on the accelerator.

Had the neighbours heard the commotion, she wondered? Would they call the police? She hadn’t suggested calling them. And when Dan had told her the identity of their attacker, she was definitely against the idea. The police were the ones who had told them not to worry, that this would never happen.

She looked across at Dan. His eyes were flitting around, as if danger could come from any direction.

They reached the other end of their road. A succession of turns led them down somnolent streets. This world was asleep, cars tucked up in driveways or garages, rubbish bins left out for the morning collection.

Then before she knew it, they had arrived at the junction marking the end of the housing estate and the beginning of the rural road that led away from their adopted town. The car’s headlights picked out a fox, crouched in a bush. He was waiting to venture close to the houses, to scavenge for food in the bins. She’d seen him before.

They turned left.


Chapter 7




IT WAS AS if somebody had plunged a thin, hot metal rod up through his heel, hollowed out the bone of his shin, shot it through his kneecap, rammed it through the taut part of his thigh, split his liver, deflated his lungs and punctured both eyes.

Frank screamed and hollered. He gripped the deep pile carpet, clawed at it so hard that the nail on his index finger was torn loose. He was in agony. But the intensity of it made him feel alive. Frank loved it.

This was agony he’d never experienced before. When you’ve spent years self-harming, pain is your friend. Let’s ride this, he thought, let’s experience every excruciating minute. Frank was going to enjoy it, no matter how much it hurt.

Extreme happiness, intense pain, they were much the same. It was the feelings in between that Frank didn’t much care for.

                                                                 




When he left school, his father, Jack, “found” him an office job with an architect’s office. He learned afterwards from his father that this was a family tradition, adopted after his great-grandfather had committed suicide. The man had wanted to be a doctor but was forced to join the family firm against his wishes. Nowadays, every Tong was found a “normal” job until he could take no more and begged to join the family business. It was a safety valve.

The family business was buying and selling anything that made a profit. Not that the Tong family had to do much of the buying and selling. They “managed” the people who carried out the transactions in an area that stretched from Whitechapel in London to Southend, on the coast. When referring to themselves, the family called their business an “employment agency”. Nobody ever mentioned the word “crime”, it was “business”. That way they never forgot that the emphasis should always be on profit.

Even by Tong family standards, Frank had endured his “trial by office” for a remarkably short time — four hours. After arriving and being introduced to everybody, he was given the task of sorting through the mail. Frank had never been in an office before. It fascinated him. Everybody had their own table and their own computer. They kept their heads down and tapped away.

In the corner, a coffee machine slowly dripped fresh coffee into the waiting pot. It was a metronome for purgatory.

There didn’t seem to be much designing of buildings going on. When he wandered by their computer screens, everybody was working on letters or documents. The language was formal and false. Everybody bitched about everybody else. Meetings too. There were endless meetings with minutes taken. But nobody had time to read the minutes because there was always another meeting to attend.

And all the time the coffee machine dripped away, drip upon drip upon drip.

Only a couple of hours into the day, the office manager asked him how he was finding it, so far. Frank replied truthfully and told him it was boring. The manager gave him a knowing smile and said it was like that at the beginning of any job. Frank could tell from the manager’s wink that he was meant to nod and smile in agreement. He didn’t. And he didn’t understand the idea of having to put up with boredom at all. Why should anything in life be boring, even for a minute? Why did people accept it?

He was pouring himself a cup of coffee when a man wearing a pink shirt and a blue pinstripe suit walked over. The shirt was a light shade of pink, close enough to white to be conventional but pink enough to tell the world he was more creative than his job as company accountant would indicate. He politely asked Frank to pour him a coffee. 

Frank looked him in the eye, then looked down at the coffee pot he held in his hand. He stared at the chocolaty brown liquid, the steam rising from it. He couldn’t take his eyes off it for so long that the other man asked him if he could hurry up, he had work to do.

But Frank was in another world. One that the company accountant would never understand. 

Frank lifted the coffee pot with one hand, held out his other, and slowly poured the hot liquid over it. Frank’s hand went bright pink instantly. More steam rose from the skin than the pot. The other man jumped back in case any of it was spilt on him, issuing a very unprofessional: “What the fuck?”

Frank kept pouring the coffee over his hand until it was all gone, every last drop. He put the pot back down on the table without taking his eyes off the scolded hand. The skin rippled, flaked and blistered.

It was his first experience of real pain. And it began a lifelong fascination.

                                                                 




When other people would have vomited at the sight of a foot dangling from the end of their leg like some wooden puppet’s, Frank stared at it with fascination. He was gasping for air. He was grinding his teeth. He was fighting the urge to close his eyes. But still the leg was a source of fascination.

He had to get to his feet, or his one good foot. But first, he had to escape from under the dresser. It was too heavy to lift from his prone position. He had to drag himself from under it. This would mean dragging his useless foot with him. And that would be excruciating. For a moment, Frank thought of taking his knife and severing the foot completely. If he’d thought it would speed him up, he would have done it.

There was a rug on the floor behind him. He could use that. He turned and grabbed at the rug with his left hand, breathing heavily, nostrils flaring. He looked fixedly at the broken, and probably dislocated, foot — as if staring it out, daring it to beat him.

And then he smiled. It was happening. He was riding the pain. This is where he wanted to be. He pulled at the rug again. Five inches. And another. His other hand pushed up, lifting the dresser as much as he could, which was not much.

It hurt beyond hell. The joyful agony of it. Frank kept on smiling. Bring it on, he could take it. Another tug on the rug and he was free.

He let the dresser fall to the floor, the remaining plates clattered as they landed on each other. 

He took a moment to steady himself. He leaned against the wall, his useless foot dangling in the air. Frank looked around. He began laughing. It wasn’t joyous laughter, but manic and callous, deriding his own situation. Mucous and saliva dripped from his face like afterbirth.

He needed to make a splint. The curtain pole would do. And he could use the curtain material to pad the ankle.

Driving the car would be impossible. But drive he must.


Chapter 8




DAN STARED AT the mesmeric strobing of headlights passing in the other direction. Tonight, each headlight was like a searchlight. He couldn’t help but wonder who was behind the wheel of each passing car.

He tried to banish these paranoid thoughts by imagining them on clouds drifting away, just like the anti-insomnia meditation. But this time, the clouds were storm clouds, black and threatening, and the thoughts definitely would not drift away. Instead, they lingered as a heavy thunderstorm about to unload in an eerily motionless sky. And he and Sally were sitting beneath it without an umbrella.

Paranoia would have to be a not-so-trusted friend for the time being. He took stock. His face felt lumpy. His eye was swollen. Frank Tong had found them. How had that happened? Nobody knew where they were — apart from the police. What methods had Frank used?

He looked across to Sally. She was staring at the road ahead. Her eyes were moist with tears and tiredness. She was staring out of the passenger window, the street lamps intermittently wiping her face with a burnt orange glow.

He never considered himself Neanderthal but in that moment he couldn’t avoid the self-inflicted recrimination that he’d done nothing to protect his wife and unborn child.

He prided himself on his education. He believed you could find the answer to anything in a book and the answer to nothing with violence. Even from an early age, he’d always been the one to try and break up a fight in the school playground.

But here was a situation in which his powers of reasoning had meant nothing. Frank Tong had launched himself at him and there was nothing he could do. He was ashamed of himself. He acknowledged that it was a ludicrous reaction, that one incident shouldn’t change his whole belief system but, nevertheless, it was accurate.

 “So Frank Tong is Ben’s brother.” Sally ventured.

“Yes. He’s the man the police stopped from following us on that first night.”

“Oh.”

Dan could see a million questions written across her face. Then they all came out at once, in a tirade. “How did he find us, Dan? Nobody knew we were there. Nobody knew our new identities. They said nobody could find us. They said we’d be safe. Where was the protection from the police? Where was it? Not even my own mother knew where we lived. So how did this Frank find us? It’s horrible.” She took a breath. “What do we do now? Where do we go that’s safe?”

Dan glanced across at her. Her mouth was tight and she wore a frown. He didn’t like it when she got upset. But he didn’t know where to start. He didn’t have any answers.

“I don’t know how he found us, darling. I’m sorry, I can’t explain any of it.”

Sally’s head dropped. From Dan’s point of view it looked as if she were consulting their unborn child for answers.

Her next question did need an answer. “Where are you driving to?”

“I don’t know. I’m just driving. Got any ideas?”

She thought. “Head south.” She said it with a certainty that made Dan jealous. He told himself it was the shock of the beating he’d taken that made him so uncertain. His eyes were watery, although, when he’d last looked in the car’s rear view mirror, he’d seen that the bleeding in one of them had stopped. A bruise was forming on his left cheek, while the right one remained swollen.

“South it is,” he replied, almost choking on the last word.

“We’re not going to be safe anywhere, are we?”

Dan sat up straight. “Why don’t we stop at a service station? Get a strong coffee. Make a plan?”

Sally scolded him. “What good’s a plan?” Then retracted it. “No, that sounds good. I’m sorry.”

“There’s bound to be a 24-hour place somewhere.”

It was another thirty miles of driving along the soulless motorway before they saw a sign for one and pulled off the road.

There were only two cars in the car park. The over-lit eating facilities glowed like a beacon, flaring in the night, offering a temporary haven, he hoped. Dan reasoned that they were safe anywhere there were people. But it was difficult to reason, to hang on to any semblance of reality. The paranoia told him any light was a guiding star to their foe.

One thing was for sure, if they were to come up with a plan, it had better be good.


Chapter 9




BEFORE LEAVING THE house, Frank broke off another length of the curtain pole to use as a crutch. He lurched down the driveway. But the curtain pole was thin and the end of it dug into his armpit. Progress was slow. But he had to use it. He had no choice. He just couldn’t put his broken ankle on the ground. 

The cul-de-sac remained quiet and dark. He whipped his head from side to side, glancing at curtains to spot any sign of twitching. There was none.

His splint was shabby and next to useless. The piece of curtain pole he’d snapped off wasn’t long enough. And the masking tape he’d found in a drawer not sticky enough. His ankle was still able to move. And every time it deviated an inch it sent bolts of explosive pain up his body. He’d thought he had the pain in check but it was fighting back. 

Nonetheless, he was insistent on driving all the way back to London. He opened the car door, sat on the seat and used both hands to swing the leg into the foot-well, letting it rest next to the clutch pedal.

One problem, his right leg would have to do the lot — accelerate, brake and hit the clutch for changing gear. All this without crashing and drawing attention to himself. And he’d have to do this all the way to London — about a hundred miles away. It was insane. The challenge appealed to him.

Frank turned the ignition, starting the car. He moved his right foot across two pedals to the clutch. He depressed it and moved the gearstick into first. Slowly, he eased off the clutch pedal to find the bite. The problem was that the road was slightly uphill. He needed revs. But his only good foot was on the clutch pedal. He couldn’t possibly depress the accelerator at the same time. He raised the clutch pedal some more.

The car lurched forward, then stuttered to a halt. Sure enough, he’d stalled it. He tried again, and failed.

He was going to have to use his useless leg. Using both hands, he gently, and ever so slowly, lifted it on top of the clutch. As softly as he could, he started to press down with it. But even touching the pedal felt like a rusty nail piercing the ball of his foot. When he met with resistance and had to push harder, the pain fired its way through every bone in his leg. It travelled from his ankle up to his buttocks in a millisecond.

He could hardly depress the clutch at all.

In a nearby house, a curtain twitched. Frank saw it and ducked down beneath the steering wheel. This increased the pressure on his leg and his stomach convulsed with the aftershocks. He gave it a minute, then sat up. The neighbour had gone. Was he the kind to grumble but go back to bed? Or had he heard the fight, called the police, and was waiting for the sirens and lights?

Frank flitted through his options. But there weren’t any. The nearest train station was five miles away. And he couldn’t call a cab.

He had to get the car moving.

There was only one thing for it. He had to rip the splint from his leg and use it to push the clutch down, while engaging first gear with his elbow. He could crash-change into the other gears once he was moving.

But the splint hadn’t only been providing support, it had also been relieving the pain just enough to prevent him passing out. It might even have been providing enough pressure to stop his bone from puncturing the skin and sticking out of his leg. It was a risk. But it had to be done. 

He unwrapped the binding and took away the splint from the side of his lower leg. 

The moment he did so, the pain was unbelievable. Short, sharp breaths forced out a wheezing sound from the depths of his lungs. He panted to try and control the pain, screwing up his eyes.

Frank regained his composure. He pushed the splint down on the clutch pedal and manoeuvred the gear stick into first with his elbow. It was like a masochistic game of twister. 

The car rolled up the road with uncertainty. It jumped, lunged forward, nearly stopped, the clutch disc whined, but the car kept moving. He crashed the gears into second and left the cul-de-sac behind.

But he couldn’t drive like this to London. Somewhere along the route he would crash. He needed to change tack. He had to coax the car, and himself, to the train station, wipe off the prints and dump the stolen car in the car park.

The pain was still ferocious but he was on top of it. He could breathe normally. He was back to enjoying it. How did people live without this?


Chapter 10




IT WAS FOUR a.m. Outside, it was dark and cold. Inside the service station’s fast food restaurant, there was no concession to the hour. It was bright, too bright for the middle of the night. Sally wanted shadows she could crawl into. She wondered if Dan’s swollen face, accompanied by her gigantic midriff, would prevent them getting a table. But the waitress didn’t even seem to notice.

“Table for two?” asked the rotund woman in the restaurant’s unflattering uniform — the pattern on it could only be described as “tablecloth”.

The waitress took them to the far side, close to the front window, which stretched the full length of the wall and from floor to ceiling, in full view of the car park. She waited for them to shuffle into the booth. It took Sally a while, as most things did these days.

“Drinks?”

“Two decaffeinated coffees, please,” requested Dan. Sally hated his assumptions of what she’d drink, which had only begun with the pregnancy. At first, his protectiveness was cute, but that had soon worn off. Nevertheless, she was too tired to protest.

The waitress left them. Sally was still squeezing her bump into the booth.

“Do you need a hand, hon?”

“I’m fine.” Sally landed and took a deep breath. “What’s the plan?”

Dan rubbed his face to wake himself up, but it hurt. The swelling had peaked. “Ow,” he squeaked.

“You should wash that.”

“I will before we leave.” He glanced round the restaurant, but there was no chance of finding inspiration in a place like this. “To be honest, I don’t have a plan. I thought about it in the car, but I just went round and round. Have you had any thoughts?”

“Yes.”

The waitress returned with two coffees. “Ready to order?”

Sally picked up the menu and read it in ten seconds flat. “The double cheesburger, pancakes, an English muffin, toast and the strawberry tart. Thank you.”

The waitress jotted it all down, then turned to go.

“Excuse me,” said Dan, raising his hand. The waitress huffed and begrudgingly turned back on her heels. “I haven’t ordered yet.”

The waitress appeared puzzled, until she took another look at Sally. For the first time she noticed she was pregnant.

Sally nodded.

“Oh my God,” gushed the waitress, “you’re so pregnant. You haven’t got long, have you?”

Sally raised her eyebrows. “No, not long.”

“You must be terrified. I know I would be. I could never do that. Like no way. Like shitting a football. That’s what they say, isn’t it? Like shitting a football?”

Sally forced a smile. Trust them to get a waitress with tocophobia. Sally knew that was the name for a fear of pregnancy — she’d looked it up shortly after she’d discovered she was expecting. “I don’t think the hospital exists that has enough drugs to keep me happy during the delivery.”

Sally saw Dan look away, as he always did when she half joked about the upcoming festival of torment. What other people, obviously better adjusted people, called the “joy of childbirth”.

“I’ll have a poached egg on toast, please,” said Dan.

“Coming up,” said the waitress, then headed off to the kitchen.

“I’ll call the police.” He pulled his mobile phone out of his pocket.

Sally put her hand over the phone. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Dan looked up at her quizzically. She stretched out her hand to stroke his battered face, but withdrew it in case it hurt. “The police were the only people who knew. Think about it. The only people. It might be a coincidence. But we don’t know.”

“What do we do?”

“We keep driving. If you’re not too tired.”

Aside from the injuries to his swollen face, his eyes appeared watery with tiredness. But they had to keep going, at least for a while. For once, his insomnia might be an advantage.  

“Eventually we’ll run out of road,” Dan looked deep in thought. “And then what?”

Sally hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I don’t know.”

“What if I just called Max and Julian? Told them not to tell anybody else in the police? We’ll need help,” said Dan, as his finger played with the spilt salt on the table.

“If nobody but the police knew where we were, then somehow Frank Tong got his information from them. Surely I don’t have to tell an ex-lawyer that.”

Dan looked sheepish. She hadn’t meant to embarrass him but she squeezed his hand, just in case. “I don’t think we can tell anybody. What do you think?”

Dan went back to parting the spilt salt in a search for answers. “I think it’s going to be a long drive.”


Chapter 11




THEY NEEDED FUEL. So Dan drove the short distance from the café car park to the adjoining petrol station. Trees overhung the street lighting, casting a dappled light. Sally was tired but her eyes were held open, Dan imagined, by a combination of fear and worry. “Get some sleep.”

“I can’t. Too much to think about.”

Dan stepped out of the car, opened the fuel cap with his key and slid the petrol nozzle in. He squeezed the trigger and felt it vibrate as the fuel gushed into the tank.

He looked up at the figures flying by on the pump’s display. Petrol was so expensive these days. He reached a pound in a couple of seconds. A fiver went by in ten. Better fill it up. He didn’t know when they would have the chance to stop again. It was still so early in the morning. Twenty pounds. Thirty pounds. The trigger clicked at forty-three pounds. Dan squeezed a couple more times to make sure it was full.

They could go for miles and miles now, he thought, as he walked towards the garage shop. It was a consoling thought.

The cashier looked bored to tears. A young man, he was dressed in the oil company’s uniform, the logo claiming the guy’s chest. It must be soul destroying working on your own at this time of night. He couldn’t be here through choice. It was the type of job you applied for in desperation. It was living life in the humdrum, though the humdrum sounded good right now. Little did that man know how lucky he was.

“Forty-three pounds,” the cashier requested, in a monotone voice.

Dan took out his wallet and then his credit card. “There you go.”

Dan played with his phone. It had satnav built in. So they’d never get lost. If only he knew where they should be going. He started the Google Maps application. He moved the map around, seeking inspiration for a destination. Perhaps they should go to the New Forest. They’d spent many happy weekends there.

The cashier dropped the credit card, then swore under his breath. He picked it up and presented it to the machine.

“No!” Dan shouted, alert and adamant.

The cashier looked up, shocked and annoyed.

“Sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to shout. Can I pay cash, please?”

“I’ve entered it as a card payment in the till,” said the cashier, sullenly.

“Please. Please.”

The cashier sighed and scowled. “It’s a pain. I have to void it and start again.”

“It’s really important. Please. It’ll probably be declined anyway.”

The cashier sighed impatiently and slapped the credit card back on the counter. Dan ventured into his wallet and took out forty-five pounds. It didn’t leave them much in ready cash. And if his theory was right, they might not have access to any more for the time being, at least not without risk.

Was he being too cautious, he thought, as he walked back to the car? But how could you be too cautious in a situation like this?

He watched Sally, sitting in the car, looking squashed in. The larger she’d got over the last few months the more vulnerable she’d looked. He didn’t want to worry her but he didn’t want to keep anything from her, either.

“Maybe they tracked our credit cards,” he said as he got into the car.

“Did you—“

“I paid cash. We should turn our mobiles off, too. I think they can be tracked if they’re on.”

Sally’s eyes looked watery, as if the full enormity of their position had only just hit her. “We should cut up all our cards.”

“No. We might need them in an emergency.”

“But we can’t use them. Cut them up.”

Sally was on the verge of crying. Dan held her. “How about we drive to the New Forest? It’s quiet, away from the crowds. We’ll find a nice quiet hotel to stay in. It’ll be okay.”

Sally nodded and smiled a little.

It was only then that Dan realised, with what remained in his wallet, that they wouldn’t have enough to pay for a room in even the most basic hotel.


Chapter 12




FOURTEEN YEAR-OLD Max Omerhodzic ran home with his sports holdall swinging over his shoulder. He was excited about telling his parents he’d made the school football team. He hoped they wouldn’t see it as a distraction from his academic work, which was as important to him as it was to them.

He ran under the archway, entering the courtyard of Surbiton Court. It was spring and the manicured flower beds were beginning to show their colours. Daffodils were reaching up to kiss the lukewarm sun and the maple tree was in blossom. The red brick flats surrounding the garden looked like a school, albeit a private one. They were immaculately kept and much sought after.

Max accelerated up the steps to his family’s two bedroom flat. It was still a novelty for Max not to live in a house. Mind you, it was a very spacious flat. They weren’t cramped for room and it was much more luxurious than their former home in Bosnia.

His father could afford more. He was, after all, one of the most noted heart surgeons in the world. But he was a modest man and since they had moved from Srebrenica only a year ago, it was a good base from where they could settle in the country. Surbiton was within easy reach of London, yet quiet and leafy, like a rural town. The Thames was a two-minute walk, the proximity of which had persuaded his father to buy a small boat.

Max wasn’t missing Srebrenica, though it had been a wrench in the beginning. With the break-up of Yugoslavia, his father had seen what was coming. As soon as the Bosnian-Serbs boycotted the vote on independence there was bound to be a war, with lines drawn up on ethnic grounds.

Though it broke his heart, his father had decided it was time to run. Max was thirteen when they packed their suitcases and headed for the airport. His father chose England because he admired their famous sense of fair play and belief in justice. He hadn’t learnt this first hand, admittedly, but had gleaned it from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories featuring Sherlock Holmes.

In his first year at school, Max found those stereotypes to be exaggerated but not without foundation. The English were a tolerant people. Max already spoke near perfect English but his Bosnian accent sounded harsh on English ears and his demeanour came across as dour. This turned out to be fortunate as he was accorded a certain respect at school. His friends told him that he sounded like a guy “not to be messed with”.

Max reached the front door of the flat. He fetched his keys from his pocket, opened the door and bustled in. He automatically turned left and walked under the archway that led to the lounge.

His mother and father were on the sofa. His mother had her head in her hands and was sobbing uncontrollably. Her shoulders shook and she kept catching her disjointed breath. She looked up. The moment she saw Max, she jumped up and ran to him. She ran her fingers up and down his face, as if she thought he might be an apparition. She brushed the hair away from his forehead, then kissed him on both cheeks. All this while crying.

“Mum, what’s the matter?”

But she couldn’t talk. She bowed her head, raised an unsteady hand to her mouth, and mournfully walked past her son.

Max looked at his father. His dark hair, hooded eyes and full beard gave him a serious demeanour at all times. But today, he appeared even more grave.

“Max, sit down.”

Max let his holdall slide off his shoulder and fall to the floor. “What is it, dad?”

“I have some bad news.”

“What’s happened?”

“Sit down.”

Max sat on the brown leather sofa.

“Details are sketchy but they are from a reliable source. It is terrible, terrible news.” His father paused for a minute. He swallowed hard and his eyes glazed over. “In our home town there has been… I don’t know… a massacre. That is what they are calling it. A massacre.”

His father’s hands reached out but they did not touch Max. They groped around as if trying to grasp the appropriate words from out of thin air. “Most of the men were taken from the village. Taken and shot.”

Max put his hand up to halt his father for a moment. He knew what was coming next. He knew the hatred between the Bosnian Serbs and the Muslims - though personally he’d always found it bizarre. His family were officially Muslims but they never practised their religion, or any religion. Who could believe in a supreme deity in this day and age? Besides, religion only caused wars. 

But in his homeland they took the division very seriously. Yes, he knew what was coming next.

“All eight of your cousins have been killed. Murdered. The Serbs took them to the fields, made them dig their own graves, then shot them in the back of the…”

Max felt guilty because he wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t even feign it for his father. He had told himself that this was going to happen. Repeatedly. Several times a week he had heard a voice in his head saying that most of the relatives they had left behind would die. It wasn’t pessimism. It was reality.

That’s not to say he wasn’t devastated. He put a hand on his father’s upper arm and said, “Thank you for telling me, father.” He wanted to spare his father any more pain. So he stood up and walked respectfully slowly to his bedroom.

Max was an only child but it hadn’t seemed like that. He’d spent most of his formative years in Srebrenica with his eight cousins — all older boys.

There had been a lot of talk, and much hilarity, about how this family was exclusively male. They were featured in the local newspaper. Was it the water? Was it their parents’ diet? Did they eat lots of red meat? Max and the others all appeared in the article’s photograph, flexing their muscles in self-mocking body building, Mr Universe-type poses, faces beaming. What happy times.

But now they were all dead. All of them except him. It was sinking in. He sensed a burden landing on his shoulders — the burden to do something with his life. He fell onto his bed and grabbed the pillow tight, so tight his knuckles turned white. 

But that night, unlike his father and mother, Max didn’t cry himself to sleep. He resolved to pass his exams with distinction.

                                                                 




As Max was growing up, the truth about the Srebrenica massacre emerged.

The Bosnian-Serb army had indeed escorted men to the fields, forced them to dig their own graves and shot them in the back of the head, sometimes five hundred in a single day.

Those that heard about this, left all their belongings and tried to escape through the forests. But that was a perilous journey. The Bosnian-Serb army chased the unarmed civilians, firing artillery shrapnel at the trees they sheltered behind, ripping them to pieces, pieces of flesh flying off with splinters of bark.

But what made Max particularly angry was the role of the Dutch troops, who were part of the United Nations Protection Force. Srebrenica had been declared a “safe haven” in 1993. Yet Dutch troops had watched as the Bosnian-Serb army marched the males out of the town. Why didn’t they do anything? Was it fear? Was it self-preservation? Was it apathy? Stupidity? In the end, over eight thousand ordinary civilians died, mostly men of military age, but some boys and babies too. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t just.

Along with his mother and father, Max became a British citizen. They just wanted to put the past behind them. Forge a new beginning. Max spent three years at Cambridge University, studying law, and despite being told he was over-qualified, Max joined the police force. His father had never been so proud.

Now, thirty-one years old, the workaholic Max found himself head of the Witness Protection Unit. It was a job he believed in.

Which is why, at four-thirty a.m. on a Tuesday morning, he found himself driving a car up a cul-de-sac in a small Leicestershire town.


Chapter 13




THEY HAD BEEN in Nottingham, settling another witness into his new home and new identity when they had got the call, which is why they arrived at the scene within an hour of the alert. 

It was still dark.

Max had chosen this particular house for the Thompsons himself, or should he say, “the Wilsons”? He always thought of his people by their original names, although he encouraged the people in the scheme to try and forget their previous identities.

Max always placed people in the middle of these suburban developments, where the houses all looked the same. It was easier for them to meld into local life, to become another anonymous couple washing the car, collecting the groceries, raising children. Chalet style three- and four-bedroom houses dominated this area.

Max parked the car a couple of houses away from the Thompson’s residence, so as not to raise suspicion. His colleague, Julian Stenning, got out of the passenger side. He stretched and yawned. He’d just woken, having slept all the way from Nottingham. But that had no effect on his appearance — he always looked unkempt, always looked like he’d been dragged from his bed. You could dress him in one of Max’s designer suits and his posture alone would make it look like it he’d bought it at the market. Max wasn’t a snob. But he liked people to look smart, it showed self-respect.

Max and Julian were very different people. But Max wasn’t stupid. He recognised that Julian might be lax, undisciplined, careless about procedure and untidy. But he was also very good with people. People entering the scheme took to Julian first because he didn’t seem to be like a policeman at all, more like an old friend.

“Good sleep?” Max asked sarcastically.

“Not bad. The driving could’ve been smoother.” Julian followed this up with a wink. Max hated the wink, hated all Julian’s attempts at wisecracking. He ignored it. Instead, he pulled his Armani coat around him to guard against the morning chill, combed his hair with his hand, and walked towards the house.

Max hoped it was a false alarm. Perhaps the tension of starting a new life had got to them. They were often called to domestic disputes where this was the reason, couples not coping with new starts in unfamiliar locations.

It was four-thirty a.m. Dawn wouldn’t break for another couple of hours. Birds were asleep in the trees, their dark forms barely discernible. Every house was dormant. Condensation formed on the windows with curtains that were closed.

One house was in a different state from the rest. It was number sixteen — Dan and Sally’s house. The first sign that something was amiss was the house’s front door — it was ajar.

Max stopped.

Julian came to a halt, too. He looked at Max for confirmation. Max indicated, with a throw of his head, for Julian to go round to the back of the house.

As Julian followed a path leading to the rear of the three houses at the end of the cul-de-sac, Max noticed something else. There were no curtains hanging in the lounge window. It wasn’t that they were open. They just weren’t there.

He opened the little garden gate, then quietly shut it behind him, like any other visitor.

As he approached the front door, he walked more slowly. Curiously, there was a smattering of vomit on the edge of a flower bed. This wasn’t a thoroughfare for late night revellers. And it appeared to be wet, as if newly thrown up.

The lamplight threw enough light onto the lawn to illuminate three sets of fresh footprints on the damp grass. One set was apart from the other two. It was odd because in the separated prints it looked like one foot was used more than the other.

As Max walked up the drive, he could see further into the hallway, through the open front door. But first, he quietly opened the garage door. It slid up and over. There was no car, only a work bench with a few tools and some paint pots.

He came back out of the garage and looked up at the bedroom window. The curtains were closed. Perhaps they were still in bed, peacefully asleep. But that conflicted with the noise of a fight reported by the neighbour. If they were still in bed, they were, in all likelihood, dead.

This didn’t look good.


Chapter 14




JULIAN WALKED ROUND the side of the house with his hands in his pockets. He didn’t do mornings. Not this early. Sleeping in the car had only given him a stiff neck.

Even if he hadn’t been tired, Julian would probably have feigned being asleep for most of the journey. Max would have wanted to talk about the notes, go through the whole history of the Thompson’s relocation and the trial that led to it. Maybe even twice. He admired Max’s diligence. But he couldn’t copy it. He had to do policing his way. Just because he was laid back didn’t mean he was any less effective.

But try telling that to his superiors.

He’d lost count of the number of times he’d been passed over for promotion. He didn’t mind. He wasn’t the ambitious type. But the money would have helped. Next time he saved somebody from an unsavoury situation, he might have to ask them for a gratuity.

That Max was effectively his boss, and fifteen years younger, didn’t help. But he didn’t dwell on it. And most of the time it wasn’t a problem — only when he was being a pain in the arse — which was most of the time. So maybe it was a problem.

Julian turned the corner. The kitchen window was by his right ear. But he didn’t stop. What was he supposed to do? Hug the wall? Crouch under the window? He wasn’t carrying a weapon, so there was no point in using stealth to impress anybody.

He walked straight up to the kitchen door and opened it, as if he were a friend arriving for breakfast. He walked in — to nothing and nobody.

The kitchen was tidy, a few breadcrumbs on the table, a cup with what looked like chocolate that was half drunk. Everything else was in place. He glanced over at the kitchen knives still in their wooden block. He walked through to the hallway.

Max was peering in through the open door. The man was so cautious. Julian nodded the all clear to him and skipped upstairs. He knew he wouldn’t find anything. He glanced left and right in each one of the bedrooms, three in all. The bedclothes were thrown back in the master bedroom but not in a violent manner. It was nothing extraordinary. He returned the way he came.

Downstairs, he ambled into the living room. Max had his trademark scowl on his face as he studied the room. “That was quick.”

Julian parried the accusation, “Doesn’t take long to examine nothing.”

“This is where all the action took place.”

He wasn’t wrong. The living room had been dismantled by a scuffle. The curtains to the large bay window were on the floor. Strangely, they’d been separated from their wooden curtain rail. And the rail itself was broken. A Welsh dresser lay on the floor, its decorous plates scattered about the floor. A table was on its side and there were two broken chairs.

Julian could feel Max following his gaze. He hated that. It was like the kid at school who always copied your work and still got better grades. Examining a crime scene was, though, more Max’s speciality. 

“Somebody had time to snap off a bit of the curtain pole.”

“I can see that,” Julian mocked, then smiled.

“Strange choice of weapon.”

“All the kitchen knives are in the wooden block.”

Julian noticed the blood smeared on a wall. “We’d better get that analysed.”

Max barely acknowledged the comment, as if it were too obvious to be mentioned. “Get forensics in.”

“People will notice.”

“No forensic suits outside and make it a small team.”

Max took out his notebook. He wrote everything down. Julian knew it was his way of remembering things, but it made him look like a beginner, or worse, like a police constable. Not that Max cared what anybody thought.

A voice came from the hallway. “Hello?”

Max and Julian looked at each other. Max strode into the hallway, Julian followed. Standing there was a silver-haired man in his late seventies, relying on a walking stick for balance.

“Can I help you?” asked Max.

“I’m the chap who made the call.”

“Okay. How can I help you?” Max sounded rude at the best of times. Julian couldn’t help but chuckle to himself in situations like this.

The elderly man was now obviously feeling uncomfortable. “I was wondering if they were okay.”

Barely letting him finish, Max replied, “Yes. They’re good. Very good.”

The man tried to peer round Max. “It was a heck of a noise. Sounded like a fight.”

“It’s a personal matter. They’ve gone to his sister’s to sort it out.” Max still found lying difficult. Julian enjoyed watching his discomfort. The irony was that in this job they were required to lie a lot to protect their people. “You can go home now.”

The old man looked at Max suspiciously. Max took out his warrant card.

“I suppose it’s all right then.” The man obviously didn’t trust his accent, Julian thought. Max had worked hard on diminishing it, even in the time that Julian had known him, but it often sounded more pronounced when he was annoyed. Julian felt sorry for him in that way.

“Everything’s good. You go home.”

Reluctantly, the man turned and left the house. Max screwed his face up. It’s hard to dislike people when they’re only trying to do good, Julian thought.

Max swung round and went back to the living room.

Julian followed him jauntily. “You should leave the lying to me.”

Max ignored him. Instead he surveyed the mess in the lounge. “How could this happen?” he said, shaking his head.

“I don’t know.” Even Julian couldn’t make light of the overall situation. If they weren’t already dead, he thought, the Thompsons soon would be.


Chapter 15




“HELLO?… HELLO?… FRANK?”

Frank recognised the clipped tones of Dr. Fossett, calling from the hallway of Frank’s studio-flat in Shoreditch.

It wasn’t the usual, cramped London studio-flat. It was the size of a spacious four bedroom apartment but without the dividing walls. There was a separate bathroom and kitchen. But the large, main area was a fight for dominance between his living and working spaces. Frank had designated separate areas for these in the beginning. But the paint, easels and canvasses were gradually taking over. His bed had an easel right next to it. He often opened his eyelids and, while still in a dream state, started throwing paint around. The bare brickwork often caught a splash or two.

“Here, you prick.” Frank called out, impatient with the doctor’s polite formality. For God’s sake, he only had to turn the corner to see him. 

There’s nothing worse than a bent doctor, Frank thought, it’s like a nun who’s also a prostitute. Frank had no respect for Dr Fossett. Most of the time he was a drug pusher. He didn’t deal in street narcotics like cocaine or heroin, but prescription drugs like Vicodin. If you wanted something to make you feel good but wanted it to look legitimate, Fossett was your man. Real treatment though? Somebody to look after your welfare? How could you trust a man who made a profit from selling you pills?

Fossett took one look at Frank’s ankle and said, “You have to go to a hospital.”

As he breathed hard and mucous dripped in thick stringy rivers from his nose, Frank stared at the doctor. He’d limped in agony from St. Pancras train station for this diagnosis?

Fossett took his glasses out of their case and lowered his head to get a better look at the ankle. Although it was supported by the bed, it remained at an odd angle. And it was now as black and blue as a stormy sky.

“It might be dislocated as well as fractured. But I couldn’t be sure without an x-ray. You have to go to hospital. In all likelihood, you’ll need surgery.”

Frank lay back on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. “You’re not in your surgery now, doctor. I’m not one of your seventy year-old patients with the sniffles. I told you to bring anything to keep me mobile.”

“If you don’t have surgery it might be useless for the rest of your life. It’ll be hanging there for ever.”

“I don’t care. What have you got to…”  He gripped the side of the bed as another wave of pain travelled the length of his body. “The Tongs don’t employ you for your fucking medical opinion. It’s to get things done. To keep us ticking over. What kind of shit have you got?”

The doctor gulped. He’d spoken a truth, Frank thought, that Dr. Fossett constantly denied to himself. He was a facilitator. Frank could see the self-disgust in the doctor’s eyes. Frank could see it because he saw it in his own eyes when he looked into a mirror.

Frank snorted one word at a time: “I’m… not… going… to… hospital… Fix it. Fix it!” Then he let out an excruciating growl. His mind couldn’t control the pain anymore.

Fossett shook his head. “I bought a reinforced surgical stocking, an air-gel ankle support and a walking stick. Will that be enough?”

“You’re the doctor,” said Frank, condescendingly.

“Promise me you’ll go to a hospital at the earliest opportunity.”

“So caring.” Frank groaned.

“If you walk on it as it is, it might have to be amputated.”

Frank’s nostrils flared. The mucus dripped into his mouth. “You forget who you’re talking to. With my history, do you think I care? You don’t talk about that shit to a self-harmer. I might get to like the idea of an amputation.”

Fossett trembled. Frank had him every time he mentioned the self-harming. It was Fossett who, along with Frank’s brother, had wanted to institutionalise him a few years ago. For his own good, of course. Frank forgave his brother but never Fossett. Now he only had to mention “self-harming” and Fossett quivered.

“Don’t be scared, doctor. Fit that junk and leave me plenty of painkillers. But make sure it’s strong shit. I like pushing the doses.”

Fossett took the surgical stocking and air-gel cast out of his carry-case, laying them out next to Frank’s leg.

“This is going to hurt.”

“Go to work. I’m enjoying every minute.”

Dr Fossett used both hands to slip under, then cradle, the damaged limb. Frank watched the doctor wait for a cry of agony. There was none. Fossett glanced sideways at Frank, unable to believe that the man hadn’t screamed. Frank smiled. He passed the point where the pain forced him to cry out. It was just as excruciating but Frank was living with it, finding strength from its sharpened edge.

Though he was in the type of pain that would drive a Catholic priest to suicide, he beamed from cheek to cheek. The lips didn’t turn upwards, simply spread across his face.

This had the effect of making the doctor even more nervous, which Frank enjoyed. Sadistic pleasure was usurping the agony. “Get on with it,” he barked.

The doctor’s hands shook, disturbed by his need to do a good job and not to annoy Frank. Frank never took his eyes off him. The doctor began to sweat more than his patient. 

However accomplished Frank became at painting, it would never match his ability to intimidate people.


Chapter 16




TWO HOURS LATER and the road was dragging on endlessly. It was one motorway after another. The M1 became the M25, and that unrolled into the tarmac of the M27. Dan wondered why the people who designed these roads didn’t think to devise something that reduced the monotony.

He watched the lines dividing each lane whoosh by with rhythmic regularity. It was a hard slog. Even Dan had begun to yawn, each one longer than the last. 

Thankfully, Sally was asleep. It had taken a while but anxiety had taken a back seat to exhaustion. Even so, it didn’t look like a peaceful sleep. Her mouth was contorted and she was frowning. Once in a while, her head would argue with the headrest, turn and settle on the other cheek, looking the other way. What dreams must she be having after the events of these past few hours?

Dan’s eyelids were getting heavier. It was the irony of his insomnia that when he didn’t want to go to sleep he felt tired. Driving for this amount of time in the dark, at this time in the morning, didn’t help. But from experience he knew that, unless he was completely exhausted, the moment he stopped the car and settled down to sleep, he’d stop feeling tired.

Nevertheless, his eyelids felt like dumbbells.

The cars approaching on the other side of the carriageway seemed to be spaced out at regular intervals. It was as if a hypnotist had control of their frequency. The headlights approached, then faded away, approached, then faded away.

Dan felt his body sway forward and his head loll in the same direction. He was unable to focus his eyes and his breathing slowed. His eyelids shut once, twice…

He immediately sat bolt upright. Maybe breathing deeply would help feed oxygen into the brain. He took a deep breath. It worked.

For a couple of minutes. 

The headlights approached, then faded away. Approached, faded away.

He sensed his head drooping again. He straightened. It was only a matter of time before he nodded off completely, unless he got a grip. He wasn’t tired, he told himself. He couldn’t be tired. They had to put more miles between themselves and Frank Tong.

But he had to get away from those headlights. Even the pain from his beating wasn’t strong enough to prick him into a state of alertness.

Luckily, the turn-off for Cadnam was nearing. This was the gateway to the New Forest — smaller, quieter roads. At this time of night they might be the only car. No oncoming headlights.

He took the turning. It wouldn’t be as quick as sticking to the motorway, but it would be less soporific. You had to be more attentive in total darkness. Driving through the New Forest, you never knew when you’d come across a stray cow, deer — or, more usually, a donkey.

As he cleared the roundabout, he took a left turn onto a road canopied by trees. Even the moonlight couldn’t get through. He had to concentrate to navigate his way and make sure he didn’t hit anything.

The good news was that Sally hadn’t stirred. He might be kidding himself but he was sure she looked more restful since they’d left the motorway.

He couldn’t see any wildlife. They were probably still tucked up in the bracken. He passed through a village. He didn’t know which one, or if it had a name at all. It only consisted of a pub and a small farm shop with a thatched roof. And by the time he’d noticed, he’d driven right through it.

He looked in the mirror. Nothing behind them. That was another advantage of this route. He could see a long, long way behind in the rear view mirror. And because of that, he knew they weren’t being followed. He told himself it was ridiculous that the Tong gang would find them this quickly. Utterly absurd. But when a car did approach from the other direction, he couldn’t help but flinch as the headlights shone into his eyes.

The road was mostly straight and narrow. He took the left fork, heading to Ringwood. The trees receded from the side of the road and were replaced by the dark low-profile of heathland. The headlights illuminated scrubbed grass and patchy heather. He could see the eyes of rabbits reflecting in his headlights.

But the cone of light his headlight provided was nothing compared to the enveloping darkness that dominated his view. And the darkness appeared to be spreading, his headlights weakening. He knew it was a trick of the mind but it was a convincing trick.

His head bobbed once or twice. Eyes flickered. His head felt heavier. His neck unable to keep it in one place. His brain had stopped being stimulated by the change in scenery. It was tired, worn out. It had to sleep.

Dan rallied himself for a final struggle. He had to stay awake. They had to keep moving — for Sally’s sake, for the sake of their unborn child. He’d got them into this mess, he couldn’t make it worse.

He could keep going. Concentrate.

He gripped the wheel tighter, till the bone underneath the skin was as close to the wheel as possible. He could stay awake no problem. He was an insomniac for Christ’s sake. Or was he being cured by his own exhaustion?

He bit the inside of his mouth. But it was no good. Even the pain from that could stir him for no more than a few seconds.

His head drooped again.

His eyes closed.

This time they didn’t open.


Chapter 17




TYRES SCRAPED AGAINST the kerb. But the worn kerb wasn’t high enough to divert the car. The vehicle wanted to keep going straight into the ditch, propelled by its own momentum. The ditch was six feet deep and steep. The car would topple over if he didn’t wrestle it back onto the tarmac. One wheel went over and balanced along the ridge.

The jolt was enough to wake Dan. 

But by now the car was tilting over at thirty degrees.

He grabbed the wheel, violently wrenched it to opposite lock. Two wheels were on the grass and the car was leaning further. Thirty-five degrees.

The wheel fought back. It didn’t want to be turned. Its master, the laws of physics, wanted to straighten. It was helped by there being no grip from the wheels on the left hand side. They were sliding along the grass, skating. The weight of the car was going with them.

Sally woke up with a start. Instinctively, she grabbed the dashboard to steady herself. “What’s happening?”

But the car was leaning further, almost past the point of no return. Dan leaned to his right, forcing himself against the door, hoping the shift in weight would be enough to right the car.

The back end stepped out. Too far for the car to return to the road. But, at the same time, the right hand side of the car fell back down to earth with a thud, crunching the shock absorbers.

But there was still no grip from the rear. And the back of the car had instigated a slide that was bringing it round to meet the front.

They were both passengers now. The car might as well be on ice. There was nothing Dan could do with the steering wheel that would affect the car’s direction.

Dan slammed his foot down on the brake again. The grass was wet. The early morning dew covered it with a slippery sheen. The car wasn’t slowing down as fast as he wanted. No matter how hard he thrust his leg down onto the brake pedal.

They were off the road completely. Their horizon was the sky and only the sky. The car was travelling backwards, sliding down into the ditch. In the darkness they couldn’t see where they were going. Dan put an arm out to try and support Sally’s head while bracing himself by pushing his other hand hard against the steering wheel.

They waited for an impact.

None came. The car slowed to a halt. There was one final jolt as the engine stalled.

For a moment, they both sat there, perplexed. The headlights illuminated the steep bank down which they’d slid.

“Are you okay?” Dan looked over to his wife.

“Yes. I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? Did you hit anything? Does anything hurt?”

“No. Everything’s fine.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Dan was on the verge of tears. Part guilt, part exhaustion.

Sally’s sudden awakening had the effect of making her look even more tired than before she’d dozed off. But perhaps being asleep had lessened the shock of their close call.

“You need to take a rest,” she said, while rubbing her eyes.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wanted to keep going until we reached somewhere on the south coast. Then book into a hotel.”

“We can’t stay in a hotel,” she asserted.

“Where else are we going to stay?”

“In the car.”

Dan shook his head. “In these temperatures? Not in your condition. It’s below zero.”

“For a moment, forget I’m pregnant.” Sally got annoyed at the number of times Dan mentioned her pregnancy. She thought he used it as an excuse to control her, or so he believed. But it wasn’t true, not really. He tried to back off, but he hated how she didn’t put the baby’s welfare at the top of her list of priorities.

“How much cash have we got left?” she asked.

“About twenty pounds.”

“We’re not going to get a room for twenty pounds. And we can’t use the credit cards.”

Dan doubled checked his wallet. One lonely twenty pound note sat there.

“We’ll use the credit card. We have to,” he added, waiting to be shot down.

“You know we can’t.”

Dan took a moment to assess their predicament. Maybe one night in the car wouldn’t hurt, just a couple of hours. He couldn’t carry on driving for long, that was for sure. He looked at his wife. She was putting on a brave face and so should he.

“Okay. But we keep the heater on full blast.”

“Doesn’t that use petrol?”

“No negotiating on that.”

Dan stepped out of the car. He’d remembered they had a picnic blanket in the boot. Glancing down at the cold, wet, frost-bitten ground beneath his feet, summer picnics seemed a world away.

Back in the car, he covered Sally with the blanket as much as he could. 

“Thank you,” she said. She smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek. He was grateful for that. Being pregnant swung her mood one way then the other. He wished she didn’t find his concern for her and the baby to be overbearing. Wasn’t it only natural? At least she appreciated some of his gestures.

Dan turned the fan on the heater up to maximum. The windscreen that had begun to mist over started clearing. The car warmed up quickly, to become quite toasty.

Sally closed her eyes again. “Goodnight, sweetheart,” she said.

“Goodnight, hon.”

Dan closed his eyes. He listened to the heater whirring away at full blast. Dan could almost see, with his mind’s eye, its efforts drinking up the petrol.

Eventually the constant whirring lulled him to sleep.


  

  

  

PART TWO

  

Before…
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SOMETIMES IT COULD be hard to believe in the sincerity of lawyers. If they meant half the things they said in court, it wouldn’t be so easy for them to forget the sentiments in the bar across the road. But forget them they did, in the “Fox and Hound” — all lawyers together, laughing about their clients and witnesses. It was a release. Or was it cruelty?

When he’d just started out in the profession, Dan had often felt guilty. He’d even caught himself looking over his shoulder in case one of his clients was watching him drinking with his opposite number. Lawyers could switch it on and switch it off in the time it took a judge to bring down his gavel. He wasn’t sure the public would appreciate that particular skill.

Dan had become a lawyer involved in family law by accident, not design. Of course, “family law” was a euphemism for divorce. 

At college he’d envisioned himself defending major criminal cases, a guardian of the innocent, a preventer of miscarriages of justice.

There weren’t, however, many job opportunities and far too many applicants for each one. Dan attended a few interviews, but the feedback he received was that he came across as lacking conviction. The first time he heard that phrase, Dan had tried to highlight the humour: ‘“Lacking conviction?” Isn’t that good for a defence lawyer?’ His interviewer saw the joke but didn’t see the need to respond with a smile.

One of the interviewers spotted a conciliatory side to his nature that might be more suited to brokering peace deals between warring spouses, soon to be ex-spouses. Dan had recoiled from the idea at first. But faced with few choices, he couldn’t be too choosy. He didn’t want to throw away years of education. And besides, maybe it was an area where he could do some good.

Dan joined a law firm specialising in family law that described itself as “family friendly”, without the least hint of irony. Its brochure promised to make the process as pain-free as possible. Divorce proceedings with the firm’s involvement, it boasted, had a higher percentage than the national average ending at the “collaboration stage”. The “collaboration stage” had been brought in recently to bring all parties together in a room — clients and lawyers — to avoid having to go to court. Only nine percent of all divorces handled by the firm were settled before reaching court. Not a high number, but almost twice the national average.

In divorce cases clients could become very heated. Most of the marriages ended because of one party’s infidelity. That kind of betrayal stirred feelings of revenge in people. Dan was good at calming them down. He was unfailingly polite to everybody. It was a way of behaving that people felt obliged to respect. 

Sometimes the marriage broke down because of “unreasonable behaviour”. A generic catch-all term for dissolving a marriage. Even Dan found it hard to maintain a placid approach when confronted with some of the reasons categorised under this heading. One client presented Dan with four notebooks full of his wife’s “unreasonable” behaviour that he’d been compiling for three years, the most galling being her “habit of not leaving the toilet seat up when she finished in the bathroom”.

Dan found that kind of attitude hard to stomach. Three years of notes?

What he did find rewarding was shepherding children through the process. That was his niche. And he was good at it. The firm always gave him cases involving children. He had a way of talking to them that they responded to. He didn’t patronise them or adopt an over-cutesy manner. He was honest but caring, delivering to the children a positive outlook where previously there had been none.

Fortunately, being involved in the divorce process day after day didn’t make him cynical about the institution of marriage. On the contrary, he was even more determined to make his a success. And it was. He and Sally never had big bust-up rows.

Until now.

“What are you having?” asked a familiar voice from behind his stool.

“A mineral water.”

“No, you won’t. A whisky, I think.”

Alan had been at Bristol university with Dan. He was contrary in an avuncular way. If you said it was a sunny day, he’d tell you it was about to rain, even if the forecast predicted a cloudless sky; although he’d nudge you hard with his shoulder while saying it.

He definitely had the flair that was a prerequisite for criminal lawyers.

“How’s things?” Alan punched Dan’s arm.

“Okay,” Dan mumbled.

“As bad as that? What’s up?”

Dan aimlessly stroked a fingernail. “Had an argument with Sally.”

“Good,” Alan beamed, “I hate happy couples. And so should you.”

At least Alan made him smile. Sometimes.

“You’re still broody, aren’t you?” Alan mocked.

This was too close to the mark. “Men can’t be broody.”

Alan laughed. “You should’ve been born with a womb. A womb and a pussy. And a couple of those bouncing things.”

“She seemed happy to try for a baby when I first mentioned it.”

Alan handed him his glass of Glenfiddich. It was a double, of course.

“Cheers, Dan. Here’s to your lucky escape from cabbage-coloured, torpedo-shaped shit.” His eyes crinkled as he laughed at his own joke. “Let’s hope the water of life will help you grow some balls.”

They clinked glasses.

Alan patted him on the shoulder. “You’d never have made a prosecutor.”

“I never wanted to be. How many innocent people have you put behind bars?”

“Hundreds probably. But that’s because I’m good. Not my fault if they can’t afford good defence counsel.”

Dan shook his head. He constantly chided Alan for his ruthlessness, but knew that if he’d had a modicum of it, he might have achieved his dream of taking part in a newsworthy criminal trial.

Dan’s phone rang. He looked down at the caller ID. It was Sally. He indicated to Alan, with a wave of his hand, that he’d take it outside.

Alan called after him, “Give her hell.”

Outside the pub was a narrow alleyway, one of the few from London’s past that you only find near Jack The Ripper’s old haunts. It was the kind of street that could make you feel claustrophobic even on a bright, mid-summer’s evening.

He looked at the phone, nervous about taking the call.

He pressed the answer button.


Chapter 19




“I’M SORRY,” HE said, his voice tailing off.

“I’m sorry too.” Sally sounded as contrite as he hoped he did.

“I didn’t mean to upset you. That was the last thing I wanted to do.”

“And I’m sorry it sounded as if I’ve changed my mind. I haven’t. I want to have your child.”

Dan had to be careful. He didn’t want them to get sucked back into the boggy old ground they’d been in before he’d walked out the door that morning. He’d walked out not in high dudgeon, but because he liked to avoid arguments in his personal life.

He’d learnt from the marital scuffles he’d encountered in his job that many a marriage might have been saved by one party or the other leaving a room before the line had been crossed.

“It was thoughtless,” he said, gently, “I mean, if we ever decide to have a baby, it’s your body that… How do I put this? It’s going to affect you the most. I let my enthusiasm get the better of me. I didn’t think. Sorry.”

There was silence at the other end of the line. Had he said the wrong thing? But then she spoke.

“And I know you must think I’m always changing my mind. But I’m not. I do want children. I really do. I have the perfect husband, and having children would make the picture complete… Look, something I’ve never said before…”

Dan tensed. He hated surprises. Was his little princess about to confess to an extra marital affair?

“I’m scared of the physical process of having a baby. Always have been. Ever since they showed us a film at school of a baby being born. There was so much… well… gunk and… ugh.”

Dan couldn’t help but smile. She could be very childlike and he never failed to find it sweet. His eyes moistened as a huge smile stretched his lips. “Gunk?”

“Well, whatever it was.”

Dan laughed into the phone. He could hear her chuckling too.

“Gunk? Is that the medical term for it?”

“I never said I was a medic.”

“Gunk. I love it. Look, hon, yes I’d like to have kids. But if we don’t, that’s fine too. It’s not going to come between us. No way.”

“But it’s important to you.”

“Not that important. I see couples split up because one of them wants kids and the other doesn’t. And more often than not, the one who wants kids does find someone else, who they don’t love, but who also wants kids. So they get their kids but end up in a loveless marriage. Yes, I want children, but I realise how lucky I am to be with you. And nothing is going to bring that to an end.”

Another pause. But this time, Dan felt it wasn’t a pregnant one. It was a gratifying one.

“Thank you, Danny-Dan-Dan. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

He hugged the phone, as a wave of contentment flowed through him from the mobile’s speaker.

“What the fuck are you doing? What the fuck? You think you can shit on me like this?” A harsh, rasping voice broke the spell of their reconciliation.

It came from twenty yards down the alleyway. 

But such was its urgency that it might as well have been in Dan’s ear. Dan turned to look. Two men, one towering over the other. The taller man pushed the other so hard that, as he hit the wall, he crumpled.

“Dan, are you there?”

The big guy smashed the smaller one’s face with his fist. There was a ferocity about the punch, a harnessing of brute force, an accelerating motion. He knew what he was doing.

“Dan?”

“Sally, I…”

Then the tall man went in for more. He uprooted the smaller one with a punch to his midriff. And for some reason he kept his fist there, as if to ensure that the pain went deep.

“Sally, there’s a fight.”

When the tall man pulled his fist away, the smaller one slumped to the ground. That must have been one hell of a punch. It was then that the tall man looked straight at Dan. He appeared shocked, registering the presence of somebody else in the street for the first time.

Dan got a good look at him. It was a disconcerting experience. Arched eyes gave the man a doleful appearance, like a lost puppy but without the cuteness. A small mouth, cropped brown hair. A mole on his left cheek which he suddenly seemed conscious of, raising his hand to it, as if he knew it would identify him.

Then the man did something curious. He shook his head slowly. Was he trying to issue a caution to Dan? He paused for a moment. Was he waiting for Dan to indicate that he’d understood the message? Dan didn’t know what to do.

The man tired of waiting, turned and ran, leaving his victim propped up by the wall, his head slumped on his chin.

Dan stood and stared.

“Dan… Dan… Don’t get involved.” It was Sally on the phone.

“There’s a man on the floor and he’s not moving.”

“Is anybody with him?”

“No. I’m going to see how he is.”

“Be careful.”

“I’ll call you back.” Dan put his phone back into his jacket’s inside pocket. “You all right?” he called towards the stricken figure.

No answer.

He walked towards him, slowly. The man was wearing a light-grey suit, looking quite smart. But that was academic because he wasn’t moving.

Closer, and Dan saw a stain on the man’s black shirt.

“What’s your name?”

His eyes were closed.

Dan was next to him now. He gently tapped the man’s face. No response, and his eyes stayed closed. Dan glanced down at the stain on the shirt. It was twice the diameter it had been a couple of minutes ago. He opened the top few buttons. Blood gushed from a slit in the flesh of the man’s gut. It must be deep, Dan thought, because when he put his hand over it blood flowed out all the same. Dan pressed harder to plug it, but it wasn’t to be denied. It leaked out from underneath his palm and his fingers.

The man started to shake spasmodically, then stiffened, then stopped moving altogether. All the time his eyes remained closed.

Dan kept one hand over the wound and checked for a pulse in the man’s neck. There wasn’t one.

He was dead.


Chapter 20




“WHENEVER YOU’RE READY,” he called through the bathroom door.

“Sorry,” she replied.

She stood up from the toilet seat and looked down at the electronic pregnancy tester. This one couldn’t be more simple to use. It was fully digital. You peed on it, then waited for the electronic readout to say yes or no. There was no room for doubt, no quibbling over the shade of a colour.

“I’m really sorry, hon, I’m running late. I’ll get into trouble if they start without me. Any chance you’ll finish soon?”

She wished she didn’t have to do this with her husband in such a rush. “Just one minute.”

The electronic readout was slower than she’d hoped. She’d already used the old-fashioned version. She’d wanted to be absolutely sure, one way or the other, so she’d bought two kits. Now here she was, holding the plastic stick in her hand, waiting, nervous about both possible outcomes.

The digital readout slowly formed a word. That was that. No room for doubt anymore.

She opened the bathroom door with a smile on her face. She wondered whether the smile itself revealed anything to Dan. But no, Dan pecked her on the cheek as he squeezed by.

She turned to look at him.

He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Hon, you know I can’t go when you’re watching. At least get on the other side of the door.”

She smiled. He still couldn’t pee in front of her. She pushed the bathroom door to and waited in the hallway.

“Better?” she called out.

His answer was the sound of water dripping on porcelain. “Yes, thanks.”

She wondered how fatherhood would change him. Would it make him overly earnest? Or would it bring out the child inside? Would he become one of those parents whose own personality becomes subverted by their parental obsessions? She hated those people. She saw them in coffee shops cooing over their brood. She didn’t want to be mean but she couldn’t stand their tedious in-depth conversations about baby food, nappy changing and getting used to breast feeding. Was she going to become one of those?

One thing was for sure, Dan was going to be ecstatic when she told him. She was pleased about that.

She’d finally got over the feelings she’d had for her childhood sweetheart. Getting pregnant before that would have been inconceivable. She’d been together with her ex for nine years and time like that you didn’t just sweep aside. It was three years now since that relationship had foundered. Wow, three years.

When Dan mentioned having kids, barely a year after their wedding, she was worried. Was that the major reason he’d married her? He hadn’t given any intimation of his paternal leanings up until that time. And he’d brought the subject up for discussion more often since his father had died last year. Was it a desperate grasp at immortality, a sad need to produce a mini-me?

Then she realised she was being absurd. She was thirty-two years old. Dan was the best thing that had ever happened to her. If she was going to have children, she had to think about it soon anyway. But it was also true that she was scared of the pain of childbirth. Terrified of it. Scared of the process of getting it out of her. She would definitely have an epidural. What was natural about suffering so much pain? Did an epidural get rid of all the pain? She should look it up. Would she be enormous? The thought of watching an entity grow insider her was appalling. Although it was a bit late to have misgivings now.

Beyond her fears of the pain, she wondered if she would make a good mother. Was she too selfish? Yes, definitely. People said motherhood changed you, that it’s impossible to consider yourself the centre of your world when you look into those innocent little eyes. But she doubted that such people were very self-aware. She knew her faults and how deep rooted they were. She thought about them a lot.

She quizzed herself further. Come on, stop beating around the bush, how did she really feel about being pregnant? Not as blissful as Dan would feel. If she was honest with herself, she was ambivalent about it. Maybe this was self-protection kicking in. But, she acknowledged, it could also be a portent of problems to come. Relationships are all about compromise, but had she gone too far?

“There’s something I want to tell you,” she called through the bathroom door.

“What?”

“Not while you’re peeing.”

The doorbell rang.


Chapter 21




SALLY OPENED THE front door.

“Morning, Mrs. Thompson. Letter here needs signing for.”

Sally took the letter from the postman and signed for it. “Thanks, Tom.”

She closed the door and looked down at the letter. Addressed to Dan, the envelope was handwritten in a scrawly manner. Curious. Every letter they received through the post was official, like a bill. In these days of emails, who sent personal, handwritten letters? It wasn’t Dan’s birthday, it couldn’t be a card.

Dan appeared behind her, looking over her shoulder.

“That’s odd.” He took the envelope from her.

“Are you having an affair?” she teased him.

“Yes, I am. And I told the little strumpet to write to me at home.”

She dug her fingers into his ribs. He yelped playfully.

As he opened the letter, Sally waited for his reaction. She wasn’t jealous but she was curious. Dan read it. It didn’t take long. He frowned.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nutter,” he said, “complete crackpot.”

Sally held out her hand, waiting for him to hand her the letter, but he didn’t.

“You don’t want to read it. It’s just some crank wanting attention. Murder cases attract them all the time.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Let me look,” she insisted. “I’ll only imagine the worst if you don’t.”

He went to hand her the letter but had second thoughts and pulled it away. “Please, though, don’t take it too seriously.”

She held out her hand, feigning impatience. He was slow to deliver it. It wasn’t a long letter. There was no letterhead, no identification of any kind, just four words printed on an anonymous A4 sheet of paper. It read: Give evidence and die.

“Dan…?” she cocked her head to the side, concerned.

“I told you not to take it too seriously.”

“We have to.” The downside of being married to an optimistic personality was that he seldom recognised trouble when it appeared.

“Trust me. How many witnesses have you heard being bumped off during a murder trial in this country?”

He was pointing to his professional experience, which he knew she couldn’t contradict. But it wasn’t as if he was a criminal lawyer. He dealt in family law. She didn’t want to say that, though — it might upset him.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Well then.”

Sally looked at the piece of paper again, then at Dan’s face. He was genuinely unfazed.

“Shouldn’t you at least take it to the police?”

Dan took the letter back. “I’ll take it with me. But it’s nothing. I bet this happens all the time in criminal cases. They’re just bullies. They know they can’t do anything. It would make it worse for them.” Dan held her cheeks with his hands. “It’s not like you to worry about silly little things.”

“It’s not silly. And, anyway, that was before…” Her voice trailed off.

“Before what?”

“Nothing. I’ll tell you later.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, of course.”

She forced her face to relax and brighten. “I’m very proud of you. A lot of people wouldn’t have gone to help that man. They’d have been too scared. And they certainly wouldn’t have hung around and waited for the police.”

“If a lawyer can’t set an example, who can?”

Sally gave him a kiss. “Good luck.”

“I shouldn’t be late.”

He kissed Sally one more time and went out through the front door.

He never let on that he felt under pressure being the major witness in a murder trial. And perhaps he wasn’t. She couldn’t be sure. He was always so calm and collected.

Sally decided to wait until the trial finished before telling him the news. Was it for his benefit or hers? She couldn’t tell.


Chapter 22




FRANK SLAPPED MORE paint on to the canvas. He mixed colours furiously. He had set himself a rule today — every mix had to include an element of red. He wanted to see how many shades he could create using red as a base.

Already there was a satisfying conglomerate of splashes. His thoughts never translated to figurative work on the canvas. Chaotic thoughts needed chaotic painting. 

He attached his iPod to his belt, put the earphones in and selected one of his thrash-metal playlists. The intense hammering his ears received transferred energy to his hands. He never painted with a brush, only knives. Some of them were palette knives, others were from his personal collection, designed for fighting. 

Each one had its own feel. 

His favourite was a “push” knife called a “safe maker”. Its handle was perpendicular to the steel blade. So, to use it in a fight, he delivered it like a punch. Needless to say, it was designed to impart maximum rupture to the flesh. Twisting it on entry caused even more damage, tearing as much flesh on the way out as it did on the way in.

Frank liked to sweep its angular form across the canvas, like a backhand tennis shot, flicking his wrist at the end. He’d once used it in a similar fashion when making a point to a man who had cheated the brothers out of their fair share of a property deal.

Today’s painting was going to be called “The Trial”. That much he knew. However it turned out, whatever form it took, the title was set.

He thought about his brother, thought about him standing in the dock. It shouldn’t happen to a man like Ben Tong, it was beneath his dignity. Ben had taken over the business from their father and turned it around. He had a calm, meticulous approach. It was so out of character for him to lose control and attack a man in broad daylight. But Frank felt responsible. The brothers had lunched an hour before the incident. During the lunch, Ben had put pressure on Frank to quit the family business for “health” reasons, as he put it. They both knew he was referring to Frank’s habit of self-harming. A term Frank hated. Such a weak description of the joy of using one’s forearm as a pleasure board. 

Ben said he saw great talent in Frank’s paintings and wanted him to concentrate on that. He didn’t understand that Frank needed the buzz of the day job to feed his artistic work. He needed to carry on delivering beatings, acquiring stolen credit cards, breaking and entering, or there would be no art. No work, no art. And if Ben didn’t give him the jobs, Frank would find them elsewhere.

Frank let the music travel through his body. He closed his eyes and felt the reverberations shake every organ, every muscle, every nerve.

Then he leapt at the canvas.

With each swing of his arm, his breathing got heavier. The knife-strokes got sharper. His style made Jackson Pollock’s art look as still as a lily pond. Splashes and flicks and slashes of paint.

Frank thought about the man who was the prosecution’s only witness. The warning letter sent to him hadn’t done its job. He had been quite pleased with the process of coercing an “associate” into writing it. It had been an enjoyable interlude. And if the police tried to identify the handwriting as being Frank’s they would waste a lot of time and effort.

But if justice was to be served on his brother, then a greater justice must be served on the witness, the self-righteous prick. He knew he would have to do the job himself, whatever his brother said. And he already knew that would be the subject of his next painting —  a portrait of his brother’s persecutor. A portrait of stupidity.

Another slap of paint went down. This time the knife wasn’t flat enough and cut the canvas. It bisected two lines of red and burgundy.

Frank liked the effect.

He slashed the canvas again. And for a third time. The cuts were far enough away from each other not to make the canvas flap around. This painting was different, it was personal. His style was more visceral than it had ever been. If he’d had the capacity to be emotional, it would have been a touching moment. But he didn’t. So the thought was duly noted and he moved on.

He was going to be a success in the art world, his brother believed. He’d arranged for Frank to have his first exhibition at a major private gallery in Mayfair, in eight months time. The press were sure to turn out in numbers — one of the Tong brothers an artist, what a story. It was as if a Kray Twin had opened a nursery, or Al Capone had started an alcoholics’ support group. He had no choice, his brother had told him, he had to resign from the family business and concentrate on his art.

On the contrary, Frank thought, work and art would meld into one. To find the inspiration to finish “The Trial”, somebody had to die.


Chapter 23




DAN LEFT THE courtroom exhilarated. A guilty verdict delivered by a judge who thanked Dan for his courage. The entire experience had been eye-opening. Dan realised that in his professional life he’d never seen a jury before — divorce courts had no need for them. And to be face-to-face with a criminal, part of the team that sent him down, was more satisfying than his entire career as a family lawyer.

Walking down the corridor outside the courtroom with Alan, Dan couldn’t take his eyes off the silk gown that his friend was required to wear. Divorce courts didn’t request such finery. On his head was the obligatory wig, made out of horsehair. Dan recalled the project he’d completed at high school about the history of barristers’ clothing. He would never forget that once upon a time they were made out of human hair, sometimes from dead people. In his teenage dreams, he was a successful QC involved in these types of trials every day.

“What are you smiling at,” Alan asked.

“Your uniform.”

“You’re jealous.”

“Yes, I think I am. You look like a proper lawyer. I sometimes think I look like an insurance salesman.”

“Excuse me but an insurance salesman has more credibility than a divorce lawyer.” Alan nudged him.

Although it was said in jest, Alan repeated this jibe so often that Dan had stopped believing that he was joking. And maybe he was right. If he and Sally did have kids, he wanted his progeny to be proud. How could they be proud of daddy the divorce lawyer? No matter how much he prided himself on his manners, his profession always undercut them. He was a breaker of promises.

 “Besides, there has to be a little devil inside you to get involved in criminal law. I bet you never even stole sweets from the corner shop when you were a kid,” joked Alan.

“How would that make me qualified to be prosecuting counsel?”

“Takes a thief to catch a thief.”

Dan shrugged. “I want to switch. I want to do what you do.”

“After all the crap I’ve taken from you?”

“You get to put away evil characters like Ben Tong.”

“No, Dan. I don’t think it’s you. Honestly, you need a killer instinct to be prosecuting counsel. You’re more of a negotiator.”

“I’m going to do it.”

“You want to go back to school?”

“If I have to.”

Alan slapped him on the back. “Good for you.”

They rounded the corner to the self-service restaurant.

“Seriously,” said Alan, “thank you for standing up to be counted. Tong’s an evil man.”

It wasn’t often that his friend talked this way.

“It’s a privilege.”

“We’ve been trying to get the bastard for years. So frustrating when you get to send down all his acolytes but never get near the main man. The judge was right about him. I’ve never known anybody so business-like about violent crime.”

Dan was puzzled. “I should read the crime section of the newspapers more often. I didn’t know he was such a prominent figure in the criminal world. You never mentioned it.”

Alan punched his arm. “No reason you should have heard of him. He was very good at staying in the shadows. He always got others to do the dirty work. There was always some crim who wanted to impress him by doing his bidding. The police won’t be celebrating any conviction more than this one. It’s a great coup. I didn’t tell you this because I didn’t want to scare you off. But a judge doesn’t order a media blackout for nothing.”

Dan took a niçoise salad from the refrigerated shelf. It was cold to the touch. The shredded carrots and lettuce looked positively frosty.

“Would it have scared you off, Dan?”

“No, of course not.”

“Well, I couldn’t take that chance, friend or not.”

Dan picked up a freshly washed apple, droplets of water still clinging to it. It was freezing.

He remembered the letter in his pocket. It wasn’t important anymore. The man had been convicted. What should he do with it? He reached into his pocket and pulled it out.

“What’s that?” Alan asked.

“I got it this morning.”

He handed it to Alan, who opened it and scanned the contents. Alan used the letter to point at Dan, as if it were a piece of evidence.

“How did this arrive?”

“Recorded delivery.”

“You should’ve shown me this immediately.”

“You had enough to think about. And I wasn’t worried. I’m sure witnesses get this kind of rubbish all the time. I bet you…” Dan stopped himself. In truth, he’d been so absorbed with thoughts of doing his duty, making sure the evidence he gave was as accurate as possible, that he hadn’t thought through the implications of the letter arriving at his home.

Brandishing the letter, Alan said, “I have to keep this.”

“Why? He’s been convicted and sentenced.”

“I have to show it to the police.”

“Why?” Dan wanted Alan to tell him it was routine to receive letters like this in a murder case, that they were harmless posturing.

“It’s witness intimidation. I have to show it to the police. Don’t worry, they probably won’t do anything with it.” He sneered at Dan’s lunch. “That apple looks cold.”


Chapter 24




THE TELEVISION SET in the corner of the living room was tuned to the BBC News Channel. They were broadcasting live from outside the court building in the riverside town of Kingston upon Thames, on the outskirts of London. The reporter stood on the steps as the studio presenter handed over to him.

“Well, Gavin, the police see this as a major coup in their attempts to break up the Tong gang. They say the notorious family have grown a large criminal network over the last ten years. Not many people have heard of them because of the way Ben Tong organised the gang. Very little could be traced back to the family. So this will be a major setback for them and a major coup for the police.”

Sally watched the report with increasing pride in her husband’s participation in the trial. She had no idea that the murderer was such a wanted man.

“We haven’t been able to bring you this before because the trial was subjected to a news blackout. The judge was afraid that the gang might intimidate the primary witness — Dan Thompson, a divorce lawyer from Wimbledon.”

This was news to Sally. Yes, she had been wondering why there hadn’t been any coverage. But she’d been assuming that it was because the attacker wasn’t well-known. 

And they’d had very little to do with the police. Presumably, Dan had given them the letter. The authorities hadn’t been in touch so they must have done something about it or thought it an idle threat. Anyway, it was over now and her man was a hero, a righter of wrongs. He was Superman without the embarrassing outfit.

She heard a car pull up outside. He was back. She raced up to the window to see Dan getting out.

She opened the front door and waited eagerly for him.

“You’re my hero,” she yelled, as she embraced him.

“Thank you, hon. I’m glad it’s over.”

She took his hand and dragged him into the lounge.

“Look at this.”

The news channel had moved back to the studio for an in-depth analysis of the life and times of Ben Tong. An expert in criminal organisations was explaining how a gang leader like Ben Tong could manage a network of associates and still maintain a low profile.

“You’re on every news broadcast, every news channel.”

Dan was transfixed by the TV, intently staring at the interviewee espousing his theory.

“I had no idea,” he said to Sally without taking his eyes away from the screen.

“You’ve put away a real menace. The police must have been very grateful.”

“I didn’t see them after the trial.” Dan took his coat off.

“I’m so proud.”

“Thanks, darling.”

Maybe he was tired, Sally thought. Either that or he’d been bombarded with so many murky facts about the criminal world that he was feeling overwhelmed. He needed a fillip, now was the time to tell him.

“I’ve got news,” she said. “You should sit down.”

“What is it?” He appeared worried.

Sally couldn’t resist making him wait a moment or two. She paused. “I’m pregnant.”

Dan’s eyes lit up. “What? Are you sure? Don’t play with me.”

“I’m sure.”

Dan smiled, more widely than she’d ever seen him smile before. She might be wrong but it seemed wider than the smile on their wedding day.

“How long?”

“A couple of months.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I wanted to wait till after the trial. Are you happy?”

“We’re going to have a baby,” he said, laughing delightedly. “We’re going to have a baby.” He took her in his arms, lifted her off the ground and spun her around. The circular motion caused a breeze to caress her face and her stomach to flutter. It made her giggle. 

“And you said ‘I’ made ‘you’ proud,” he said. “You have made me the proudest man in the whole world.”

She was so pleased to make him happy. She playfully pounded his chest with her fists. “Put me down, you oaf, you’re making me dizzy.”

“Of course. Sorry, I’m so sorry.” He carefully lowered her to the floor and then guided her over to a chair.

“It’s okay, I’m not an invalid.”

Dan feigned calmness. “Are you sure you want this?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

He gave her a sceptical look.

“I just needed to come round to the idea. I needed to stop obsessing about the nine months of something growing inside me and think about the joy to follow.”

Dan didn’t appear entirely convinced. In fairness, in the past she had used her fear of pregnancy as a defence as impenetrable as a Roman tortoiseshell formation.

“So you are happy?” he added.

“Of course, darling, very happy.”

Dan felt behind him for a chair and eased himself into it. Sally couldn’t help but chuckle, though she tried to hide it. He would undoubtedly make a good father.

And what a story to tell the child. His father was instrumental in sending to prison one of the most dangerous criminals in London.


Chapter 25




TWO PRISON WARDERS took Frank along a grey, narrow corridor. Why grey? Would it hurt them to paint prisons a burnt orange?

A swipe card took them into an empty, featureless room.

“Twenty minutes,” said one of the guards. Frank waited for him to leave. But he never did.

In front of Frank was a wall with a square window in it, six feet by six. On the other side of the window was another room, identical to the one in which he stood. No chair was provided in either room.

The door in the other room opened and in shuffled his brother, Ben, followed by a prison officer. He’d never shuffled in his life.

Frank had always looked to his younger brother for guidance. Even as a youngster it was as if Frank acknowledged that they came out of the womb in the wrong order. And so he spent the first three years of his life waiting for instructions. But seeing his brother in a grey boiler suit changed the power structure of this sibling relationship in an instant. He never imagined his brother would end up in prison. Nobody had. The Tong family even had people who were meant to go to prison for them.

“Are you all right with my decision about the business?”

Frank nodded. Ben had put Dean Fulton in charge on the outside. He wasn’t family but he was the most qualified — he had a degree in accountancy, a skill which was as important to the running of a criminal organisation as any other. Frank had no problem with Dean, as long as he didn’t think he had jurisdiction over Frank.

“I’ll be in charge. I’ll make most of the decisions. I have ways of communicating with the outside world.”

Frank nodded again, then glanced at the walls, as if they were screaming out for his attention.

“I forgot, you don’t like prisons. Let’s talk about painting. What’s your latest look like?”

“It’s called ‘The Trial’. It’s not finished. I need inspiration.”

“What does that mean? What’s that inspiration bollocks?”

Neither of them glanced at the wardens for a second. They were too canny for that. Frank put his hands in his pockets. The prison warden barked at him: “Hands.”

Without giving the guard the satisfaction of looking at him, Frank took his hands out of his pockets.

“My painting is a story. It’s about the closing of an open wound. But the story isn’t finished. I need to finish the story before I can finish the painting.”

Ben knew what he meant. He shook his head. “I can’t let you do that.”

“You don’t want to get in the way of great art, do you? That exhibition you organised for me — you don’t want it to have no paintings.”

Ben sighed. Frank always deferred to his brother, but he wouldn’t this time. “It’s not negotiable.”

Ben grimaced, as if he found the idea ludicrous. “Show me your arms.”

“Fuck off.”

Ben stepped closer to the pane of glass between them. “Show me. I want to see them.”

Frank petulantly rolled up a sleeve and proffered his arm for examination. There was nothing but raised, dried-up, thin scars where a knife had slashed his forearm on numerous occasions. But there were no fresh wounds for Ben to hold against him.

“And the other one?”

Frank didn’t move.

“The other one.”

Frank pulled his sleeve up so quickly and forcibly that the button flew off.

“I haven’t self-harmed for a year.”

Ben nodded. “Since you semi-retired and took up painting. And that’s my point.”

“It’s not one or the other. You don’t get it. You never will.” Frank stretched his neck and peered up at the ceiling. Fluorescent strip lighting bathed the room in a bright, revealing glow. 

His brother finally gave in to his restrictive location and shrugged his shoulders. “Do what you want.”

“I’ll get you one of my paintings to hang in your new pad,” said Frank. “Will they allow it?”

“Of course they will. It’s fucking art, isn’t it?” Ben smiled at his brother.

Frank scratched his arm.


Chapter 26




DAN LIT THE final candle on the table. They used to have a candlelit dinner every week. But, like most romantic intentions at the beginning of a marriage, everyday practicalities got in the way. Dan poured wine into Sally’s glass, then immediately chastised himself for not remembering the new rules, slapping the side of his head.

“Sorry, I forgot again. My head’s still spinning.”

“I can have one glass of wine.”

“No you can’t.”

“I’m sure I can at the beginning.”

“I won’t have one, either.”

“Seriously, I can have just the one.”

Dan took the wine glasses back into the kitchen before Sally could claim hers. When he returned, he was beaming. “You’re going to make a great mother.”

“And you’re going to make a great dad. So long as you don’t get over-protective.”

“You’re still not getting a glass of wine.” From behind his back, Dan ostentatiously presented a bottle of sparkling mineral water like the most theatrical waiter at The Ritz.

“Am I supposed to be excited? It’s no way to wet the baby’s head.”

“You do that when it’s born.”

“You see, I make a terrible mother.”

                                                              




Inspector Max Omerhodzic drove the unmarked police car as fast as he could through the crowded shopping streets of grimy Tooting. The unmarked car was necessary for the operation, but hampered his ability to cut a swathe through the traffic. The only blue lights flashing on this car were the ones secreted next to its headlights. People checked their rear view mirrors twice when they heard an intermittent siren, but couldn’t see blue lights mounted on a roof.

An endless stream of traffic lights slowed him down. He went through any red lights, but each and every crossing had to be checked for pedestrians. It was stop, start, stop, start.

Max thumped the wheel as yet another driver, not paying attention, hesitated before slowly manoeuvring his vehicle up on the kerb. Sure, not scratching your wheel hub is more important than my business, thought an impatient Max.

The centre of the road was the best route and Max did his best to force other vehicles out of the way. But even then the volume of traffic, and the width of buses especially, conspired to make the journey slow.

Sometimes he couldn’t withhold his irritation. “Get out of the way, you stupid idiot.”

“‘Stupid fucking prick’ is what you mean.” Julian smiled at Max but also at himself.

Max shook his head. He would never understand Julian’s sense of humour.

                                                              




Dan finished pouring two glasses of sparking mineral water, handed one to Sally, and held his up, waiting for a “clink” from his wife. She gracefully obliged.

“Here’s to…” Dan paused. “Names. We have to talk about names.”

“It’s too early. It’s bad luck to talk about names at this stage.”

“Okay. Agreed. I’ll get one of those baby name books. There’s so many names. Do you want a traditional name or a modern one? I’m not a big fan of names like “Peaches” or “Brooklyn”. Unless you like them.”

“I haven’t thought about it.”

Sally had been afraid that this would be his reaction. “Afraid” not because he was going over the top, but because she couldn’t match his enthusiasm. His behaviour was entirely normal. But her pleasure in his excitement was waning. And it wasn’t being replaced by her own. She was trying to feel the same exhilaration, but couldn’t. Instead, she experienced uncertainty, fear and numbness.

“Are you okay?” He must have seen her eyes mist over.

She nodded.

“Are you completely okay with this? I mean, if you’re not, now is the time to say so.”

“I need to get used to the idea. I won’t pretend that I don’t.”

She saw his face drop.

“It’s not that I’m not happy about it. But it means a lot of changes. My body. Our way of life. It’s a huge responsibility.”

He nodded. And he flattened his smile, adopting a serious, business-like expression. 

She felt guilty that she’d dampened his enthusiasm. “Hey, don’t get glum. I’m happy. I really am. Oh, see what happens when you ban me from drinking.” She smiled at him, knowing he could never resist her smile. He shook his head as his own smile returned. “That’s better.”

“I’m going to buy the most expensive champagne I can find. When the baby arrives I’ll open it and you can drink the whole bottle.”

She laughed wholeheartedly, flinging her head back. It was a relief to hear him joke about it. Maybe, eventually, one day in the future, it was going to be all right.                                                                    

                                                              




One grubby shop sign followed another as they struggled to get through Tooting. A jeweller didn’t look any more glamorous than the kebab shop further on. 

An altercation between two motorists blocked Max’s side of the road for a moment. A quick blast on the siren made the two participants jump and scurry back to their cars as if nothing had happened. Max rounded their cars and continued driving up the middle of the road, challenging other vehicles to get out of the way.

“Did you read the notes I gave you?” asked Max.

Julian undid two of the buttons on his jacket. “Of course.”

“You didn’t, did you?”

“This time I did.”

Their work was special and unusual. Max wondered how the latest couple would react to the two officers bursting in on their lives. They were rarely thanked, though effectively they were saving people’s lives. Max perversely enjoyed the lack of gratitude. It was better than the alternative. He didn’t know how to respond to a thank you — on the very rare occasions he received one. Invariably, he’d look away with disdain written all over his face, making the person who offered him his gratitude, regret his rashness.

They got through the Tooting traffic, and continued on their way to Wimbledon. Another couple of lives about to be changed. Max hoped they would be in time and hoped they wouldn’t thank him.

                                                              




Dan was fetching another bottle of sparkling water from the kitchen when he heard a car skid to a halt. No impact sound followed, so he hoped nobody had been hit.

Sally turned her head to the window.

“Don’t get up, I’ll take a look.” Dan went over to the sash window. He held the curtain back with his hand and peaked out. There was nothing but a stationary car, right outside their house. Two men sat inside. But not for long. They jumped out. Both of them were in suits, though one looked smarter than the other. The one who looked sharper, more like the archetypal FBI agent Dan recognised from the movies, acted quite curiously. He glanced around, not like somebody who was looking for an address, but like somebody urgently scanning the area for danger.

They walked up to the house. The bell rang.


Chapter 27




DAN OPENED THE front door.

“My name is Inspector Max Omerhodzic. My colleague is Sergeant Julian Stenning.” He held up his ID for inspection. Dan couldn’t place the accent. Balkan perhaps?

“Is your wife here too?” This last line was delivered as he walked past Dan, through the hallway and into the lounge. His colleague followed.

As Dan brought up the rear, he saw Sally’s mouth gaping open. Dan didn’t quite know how to react to these two strange and officious men marching into their front room. He raised his  hands, palms up, to slow events down. “Who are you?”

But Max couldn’t be slowed down. “You need to pack a bag. Enough stuff for a couple of nights. We can sort out the rest later.”

“They’re police officers, hon,” Dan said, to try and smooth the furrowed brow of his wife.

“I suggest you start packing now,” said Max.

“Wait a minute please, officer.” Dan felt like a whirlwind had blown into their home, swirling around him, his wife, and the half-eaten risotto. “Can you at least tell us why?”

“That would take time. And we don’t have time.”

“We’re not going anywhere till you tell us what this is about.” Dan folded his arms.

“You want to get killed?”

Sally looked at Dan but he was unable to give her any reassurance. They were both nonplussed until it dawned on Dan that this was about the trial. And the letter. Without an exchange of words, Sally’s eyes grew wider still, as if she was reading his thoughts.

Max grew impatient. “We need to get you away from this house. Every minute we spend discussing the matter gives them time to realise what’s going on.”

The other policeman, who had a softer, English accent stepped in. “Because of Ben Tong’s conviction we think somebody from the Tong gang will try and harm you. Sorry to startle you, and we might be wrong, but it’s too high a risk.”

So certain was he of the rectitude of his desire to give evidence that Dan hadn’t considered the possibility that he was putting Sally’s life at risk. He was shocked and embarrassed. “Nobody mentioned this when I came forward. Nobody said our lives would be in danger.”

The speech was as much for Sally as for the police officers.

“That’s nothing to do with us. We’re here to take you somewhere safe.”

“This is absurd. Can’t you just put a man outside the house?”

Julian stepped in, he spoke more quietly than his colleague. “We do that sometimes, if we consider the risk to be low. But in your case we consider the threat to be very serious.”

Max barely let him finish. “A man standing outside can’t deflect bullets. Hurry up. We’re wasting time.”

Dan looked at Sally. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

She didn’t waiver. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. You did your duty. I’m proud of you. This will all blow over in a few days, I’m sure.”

“I suppose… if it’s only for a few days.” Dan looked at Max for confirmation.

Max just stared at him unflinchingly. “Move. Now. You need one change of clothes. That’s all. We provide toiletries, towels and anything else.”

Dan held out his hand to Sally. It seemed a juvenile gesture, an inadequate attempt to reassure his wife. But it worked — she took his hand in hers. 

They went up the stairs in silence. Dan was half listening to the cops in the living room, to see if they were keeping anything from them. It was as if this sudden intrusion on their lives inflicted on them enemy status. It was as if they were being taken into custody.

In the bedroom, they both looked around at the drawers and wardrobes. Where to start? What kind of a place were they going to? The policeman had said “clothes”.

Dan took the initiative. “Pack a pair of jeans and a couple of those long sleeve shirts of yours. Couple of pairs of knickers and you’re done. Easy.”

But Sally didn’t move.

“It’ll be all right.”

She looked as if she was about to burst into tears. She seemed stuck in that halfway state, unable to let the floodgates open, yet incapable of checking them, either. A solitary tear escaped down her cheek.

Dan saw it. He’d blustered through the last few minutes, hoping the energy would see them both through this surreal ordeal. The tear showed him it wouldn’t.

“I’m sorry, it’s the hormones,” Sally half laughed, half cried.

“It’ll be all right.”

“Yes, of course it will.”

But he didn’t know that. And she was resorting to that oh-so-British use of understatement. Where, only a few minutes ago, their future was mapped out for them, it was as if they were now  abandoned on a baron moor without a compass.

A voice shouted from downstairs, “Hurry up.”

“Right,” said Dan, busying himself by reaching up and grabbing a holdall from the top of the wardrobe, “grab your stuff and let’s get out of here.”

Sally wiped the tear away from her face like it was an inconsequential drop of rain. She rummaged through a couple of drawers, grabbing what was needed. Dan did the same.

“I’m ready,” she said, with her head held high.

“Right. It’s only for a couple of nights. We can do this.”

“Yes, we can.”

But neither of them knew what “this” was.


Chapter 28




MAX WONDERED WHICH part of “your lives are in danger” people never understood. Nevertheless it was a common reaction. Most people froze. They often told him afterwards that, in the commotion, it was as if they were characters in a movie and they felt like they should be watching, not taking part.

Eventually the Thompsons appeared in the doorway, two innocent little doves with their holdall.

“Good. Well done.” Max walked past Julian and peeked round the curtain.

The support team had arrived and parked their BMW saloon behind his car. The two plain clothes officers stood on the street, looking in different directions, covering each other’s back.

Another car pulled up on the other side of the road, approximately a hundred yards away. The driver turned the lights off before the car came to a stop. Then he sat there. He didn’t move. He’d parked equidistant between two street-lamps so there was hardly any light falling on his dark saloon. Max couldn’t see the man’s face at all. But who parked their car in a suburban street and just sat there? It had to be him.

One of the officers outside noticed the car. He turned back to the house and saw Max looking out of the window. He then gave a sign. He pointed in the direction of the car, followed by an open palm with his thumb bent across it, which meant the car didn’t have a resident’s permit. Because of congestion during the day, residents were given permits to display in their car windscreens. You didn’t need one to park at night. So he was parked legally. But what it meant was that the car owner probably wasn’t local.

Ordinarily, the two officers outside would have approached the driver to check his ID. But Max had told them not to. He was worried that any car that turned up might be a decoy, and that they would be followed by a second car waiting in a side street. It was better to wait and see if the driver followed them.

Max pulled back the curtain. He looked at Julian, raised his eyebrows and moved his eyes left. Julian got the message and nodded.

Max looked again at the two people he was here to protect. He had to be precise in his instructions. But he also had to bully them, it was the only way to get people to do exactly what needed to be done. This is where his accent came in handy. People in the West didn’t like to be bullied. They’d mutter something about respect, even human rights — without knowing what human rights were. But that was okay, Julian would smooth things over afterwards.

“We need to get you into our car as quickly as possible. Listen to me. Mr Stenning and I will stay on your right hand side. Mr Thompson, you will walk with me. Mrs Thompson, you will be with Mr Stenning, behind us. Do you understand?”

The couple nodded, appearing overwhelmed by the gravity of Max’s tone.

“Whatever happens, on no account do you run, unless we grab your arm and make you run. That’s very important. You must remain by our side at all times, as if stuck to us with glue. Do you understand?”

They nodded.

“When we reach the car, you will go in the back. There will be another car, containing two of our men, behind us. So don’t be alarmed by that. Any questions?”

They both shook their heads. Their eyes had that fixed, bulging look of dread. Max was pleased. They would do whatever they were told.

“Good. Lets go.” Max took Dan by the arm. Julian stepped forward and did likewise with Sally. Max opened the front door of the house. He looked out at his two colleagues, who gave him the nod. 

Max led Dan out. They were followed closely behind by Julian and Sally. Max quickly glanced in the direction of the mysterious car. He still couldn’t identify the driver. Enough light fell on the top half of the subject’s body to be sure it was a male. But his face was in complete shadow, giving the illusion of a torso sitting in the driver’s seat without a head on top of it.

He quickly scanned the rest of the street but could see no other threats.

His other two colleagues made the same assessment and were guarding the procession predominantly to screen off the suspicious car and driver.

The walk continued. They reached the car and Max put his hand on Dan’s head so that he wouldn’t hit it on entering. Julian did the same with Sally. Their charges both stooped and slid on to the back seats. First stage complete. Max got into the driver’s seat and Julian into the passenger’s side.

The other two officers stood guard until they were sure everybody was safe inside the vehicle. They then made their way back to their own car, all the while their eyes fixed on the interloper.

Julian looked over his shoulder at the couple. “Everything okay back there?”

“You tell us,” replied Sally, bewildered.

Julian smiled reassuringly. Even his diffident manner couldn’t dispel the tension hanging in the air. 

Max pulled the car radio to his mouth. “Tango seven zero, ready?”

“Copy that,” came the reply.

“If the car follows, I want you to pull a one-seven.”

“A one-seven. Copy.”

Max started up the car, took a look in his rear-view mirror, then moved off. He drove slowly, ensuring that his colleagues in the car behind were on his tail. But there was more than one set of headlights in his mirror. The unidentified car was right with them. Max accelerated. Both cars needed to be travelling at a certain speed for what was about to happen next.

It was time to execute a one-seven.


Chapter 29




WHEN HE TURNED the car left, into the couple’s street, Frank was taken unawares by the presence of two cars. Unmarked maybe, but police cars unmistakably. He had to make a quick decision. Should he drive by and risk garnering attention when he drove around the block a second time? Or should he pull into one of the on-street parking spaces? He chose the latter and hoped they hadn’t spotted him.

He’d seen the two lead officer go into the house and their two colleagues hang around outside. They affected a nonchalance that was as subtle as teenagers loitering outside an off-licence to look grown up.

There was nothing to do but wait, then follow them at a discreet distance. The two officers looked his way. So what? What could the police do? There was no law against following a car.

The front door opened and the animals came out two-by-two. Should he abandon any idea of following them? No, he couldn’t fail either way. If he lost them on the transfer to the couple’s new abode, his mole would let him know their new location. In fact, it might help if the police thought they’d thwarted him. It might make them even more careless.

When they were all in their cars, Frank turned his ignition key. He didn’t rev the engine, just let it idle quietly.

He expected them to speed off. But they were slow. So Frank waited for them to get twenty yards down the road before joining the convoy. The cars were going twenty miles per hour. It was difficult to drive that slowly. Perhaps they thought he would get bored and give up.

Then the car in front of him, with the two goons, stopped.

To keep up with the lead car he’d have to overtake it. More stupid tactics. Did they think this would confuse him?

Suddenly, a screech of tyres.

The car in front reversed. It came straight at him. It reached about thirty miles per hour in no time at all. 

He swerved to the left. But the driver in the other car saw this and swerved with him. He went right. The same thing happened.

Frank crunched the gears into reverse, but not quick enough. The policemen’s car broadsided his, pinning it against the kerb and trapping him inside.

Frank scrambled across the passenger seat. He didn’t need to open the door on that side because, before he could get there, one of the police officers did it for him.

The officer reached inside and grabbed Frank by the collar. Frank knew when to fight and when not to. This was a time to let matters take their course. So he relaxed, letting his body go limp. He allowed himself to be dragged from the car. His chest was first to hit the tarmac with a thud, followed by his knees. He could feel his trousers get torn, his knees scrape against the roughness of the ground. This much he liked.

“Police. Don’t move.” Frank smiled to himself as he felt the man’s knee jab into his back.

“What have I done?”

“Kerb crawling.”

“Cute,” Frank muttered. They would detain him for a while so that the couple could get away. He liked it when the police were smug. It was often their downfall.

“What’s cute about it?” demanded the cop.

Frank didn’t answer. The other officer sneered at him. So Frank licked the road, suggestively — for no particular reason, other than that he hoped they would forget their rules and regulations and kick the shit out of him.

“Search him,” was the response.

The officer whose knee was in Frank’s back bent down and frisked him. He found a knife. The policeman took the “push knife” from its sheath. “What’s this?”

Oh the stupidity. The policeman was still holding Frank down by the scruff of his neck. 

“I can’t see.”

The officer turned him over.

“It’s a knife I use for painting. Painting pictures. I have an exhibition in a few months. You look like art lovers. Come and see it. I have the rest of my paintbox in the car with my canvasses.”

“Frank Tong, the only art that comes out of you is horror movies,” said one of the officers, very obviously pleased with his own joke.

The other officer looked at his watch.

“Take me down the station. You arrested me. Let’s do it,” Frank called out.

“Okay,” said the officer, “let’s go.”

And with that, both policemen walked back to their car. He knew why they hadn’t arrested him. They didn’t want to nab him on a measly “possessing a dangerous weapon” charge. If only the public knew that these were the games their beloved police force played.

Frank called after them, “I want my knife back.” They ignored him, got into the car and drove away. Frank hung his head. The silence of the street lay heavily on him. It wasn’t much of a defeat. After all, he knew without doubt that he would find out where the couple were heading. He should be enjoying the misplaced arrogance of those police officers. But he couldn’t. It wasn’t the loss of his precious knife, though they had been through several adventures together. He could get another. No, the police officers had humiliated him. And Frank didn’t like humiliation of any kind.

He got into his car. His arm began itching. He rolled up his sleeve and scratched it a couple of times with his nails.

But the itch wouldn’t go away.

He scratched it again. This time the nails dug deeper, scraping the skin. He mined deeper until the nails dragged the skin with them, peeling it from the flesh below, drawing blood. Five streams.

Frank felt better.


Chapter 30




DAN SAW MAX look into the rear-view mirror for the umpteenth time. The police officer wasn’t looking at him or Sally. He was looking beyond that. Dan turned round to try and see what the policeman was keeping an eye on. Out the back window all he could see was the other unmarked police vehicle rejoining them, travelling at an identical speed, hanging on to the tail-lights.

Sally caught Dan looking: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

He took her hand, as if they were on a joyful Sunday drive to the park. She smiled at him weakly before returning her gaze to the two police officers, like a dog waiting for its owner to reveal his intentions. She gave Dan’s hand a quick squeeze, then let go. 

Dan also turned his attention to the two officers in front. His mind was clearing, his thoughts slowing down. It was time for a cross-examination.

“How far are we going?”

“Far enough,” replied Max. “I can’t tell you till we get there. Somewhere in the midlands.” His words lacked ornamentation. Was he hiding something?

“We’re meant to be going to a party tomorrow night in Richmond.”

Max didn’t answer. Dan saw the other policeman, Julian, glance over at him, as if deferring to his colleague.

In the end, neither of them answered. So Dan tried again. “How long do we have to stay away? It’s just a couple of nights, right?”

This time Julian didn’t wait. Almost apologetically: “It’s going to be a while.”

Max immediately corrected him: “For ever,”

“Which is it?”

There wasn’t a flicker from Max. Dan sensed he was very much in charge and was silently admonishing his colleague. Julian looked forward at the road before he answered. “For ever. It’s for ever.”

Sally sat bolt upright. “You’re kidding. You have to be kidding.”

Dan could only see Max’s eyes in the mirror. The narrow sliver of glass gave him a menacing look.

“We can’t do this.” Dan said to Max, then turned to Sally. “We don’t have to do this.” He rubbed the back of her hand.

“If you don’t, you’ll have to sign a piece of paper to say you were offered a place in the Witness Protection Scheme and turned it down. Because, when they kill you, we can’t be held responsible. It’s rough. But that’s how it is."

Dan rubbed his face, exasperated. He didn’t like Max’s approach, daring them to run, to go it alone, and then die. But Dan had no information with which to contradict the officer’s statement. He suspected that the reticence was part of their job. But he and Sally needed more. “Tell us where we’re going. You can do that much.”

Julian glanced at Max, not for permission but as if to say, “enough is enough”. “We’re taking you to a town in Leicestershire.”

Max added, “You’re not allowed to tell anybody where you are. Not friends, not family.”

“Till when?” asked Sally.

Another pause.

“Not ever.” Max was adamant. “We will arrange meetings with your family. But you’ll have to make new friends. That’s the way it is.”

Dan leaned forward. “My wife’s pregnant. She needs her friends. She needs her family. We need all the support we can get.” Dan half expected a matter of fact reply from Max. But even he didn’t have an answer to this. Sally pointedly stared out the window.

Finally, Julian broke the ice. “You won’t be on your own. We’ll give you all the support we can. We’ll help you find a new job and you’ll get compensation. Not much, but it’ll tide you over.”

Dan thought Julian appeared embarrassed, at the very least he didn’t seem to believe in the worth of his own words. Dan wanted to sound forceful but his delivery deserted him. He became tremulous. “I think you knew this would happen. I think you were scared that I wouldn’t give evidence. So nobody told me. You all kept quiet on purpose.”

“We weren’t involved in that investigation,” said Max, self-righteously. “This is what we do. You’re safe with us now.”

Dan grabbed the seat in front of him. “But how is this fair? I did my duty. I gave evidence. Apparently everybody’s grateful that I help put a bad man behind bars. And yet, we’re the ones that end up on the run. How is that right?”

Max’s eyes stared at the road, Julian’s down at the fingers he was twiddling in his lap.

Dan looked at Sally but she was still staring out the window. The happy announcement that she was pregnant, that their lives were about to be made complete, belonged to another lifetime.


Chapter 31




“DARLING, WAKE UP. We’re here.”

Sally’s eyes blinked a couple of times while she wrestled with waking up. She flicked her head one way, then the other. It was still dark and all she could make out were houses. Not the kind you saw in cities, where space was at a premium. These were three- and four-bedroom houses, which they built a hundred at a time on fields, then gave them idyllic names like Nightingale Meadow, even if that particular bird had been scared off by the bulldozers long ago.

“Where are we?” she asked Dan in a whisper.

“We’re in a place called ‘Countesthorpe’, just outside Leicester.”

Her passenger door was opened from outside, letting in a rush of cold night air. Julian proffered his hand to help her out the car. She took it gratefully. Though she’d been asleep, it hadn’t been a restful one. She remained exhausted by the night’s stresses and strains. Even getting out of the car was troublesome. She imagined the baby inside her, stirring, resisting the movement. But it was her mind playing tricks. The child would be minuscule, there for barely a couple of months.

“Thank you.” She briefly smiled at Julian, before remembering that this was one of the people who had wrenched her from her home.

She had a quick look around. They were at the end of a cul-de-sac. It seemed like a clean street, something you noticed when you came out of London. All that littered the roads were leaves, blown from the ash trees, one of which stood guard in every front garden. But with the lack of dirt was a lack of soul. It was very similar to the street where she had grown up in Southampton. When she’d filled in the university application forms, every single one was for a London college. She’d wanted to get away from life in the sticks as soon as she could. Everybody she knew, growing up, lived their lives to a calendar — leave school at sixteen, get married by twenty-five, have two kids by the time you’re twenty-seven, earlier if possible. 

She’d put off having a baby till she was thirty-two. A ripe old age by Southampton standards. It wasn’t that she loathed their lifestyle choices, just that she had sensed the pressure to conform.

London gave her the freedom to breathe. 

She’d wanted to be a clothes designer. But it was a competitive workplace, Instead, she’d settled for teaching textiles and other crafts at a private school in Wimbledon. But the dream had never left her, not completely. Before the trial, she’d been toying with the idea of starting her own business, but had finally become a good Southampton girl and fallen pregnant, although in London.

Arriving in this quiet cul-de-sac, her life had come full circle, mocking her efforts to leave behind this kind of existence. Even the street lamps were further apart here than in Wimbledon, as if there was nothing worth throwing their light onto.

“Let’s get inside and take a look around.” Dan talked like they were out on a Sunday afternoon house hunt, scouting around for a longtime planned move. She knew he meant to raise her spirits but his positivity in these circumstances was plain annoying.

Max rummaged around in his long coat for a key and opened the front door. All four of them went in.

The house was tasteful, fully furnished in an inoffensive way. The walls were cream-coloured. The furniture was of Scandinavian simplicity. If it wasn’t from Ikea, it should have been.

“This used to be a halfway house available for different departments. But we don’t use it much any more. You can have it,” said Max.

“You’re giving it to us?” Dan raised his eyebrows at Sally, inviting her to join in the fun.

“No. You would have to buy it. But you would buy it for cheap.”

Sally wanted to correct the man’s English in retaliation for his sordid transition from police officer to estate agent, but didn’t bother. She walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. It was empty. Finding nothing in the fridge but a bright light was more devastating than it should have been, but her hormones would not be tamed.

“You’ll find the shops. It won’t be a problem,” chipped in Max, cutting off any possible criticisms.

“Won’t be a problem?” snapped Sally. “Won’t be a problem? You’ve ruined our lives. You callous people. Won’t be a problem?” Sally slid down the fridge door until she was hunched up on the floor.

Dan rushed over to her, but couldn’t stop the torrent of tears. Sally tried to hold back. But she couldn’t. The tears wouldn’t be damned.

“We’ll come back in the morning. We’ve got some leaflets for you to read and we need to go over your new identities. It’s safe here. Nice and quiet.” Julian almost sounded apologetic again. 

A tone ruined by the efficient Max. “Until then, don’t answer the door to anybody. Don’t talk to anybody. They might ask questions and you will be stumbling with the answers.”

“Go. Just go,” wept Sally. “Get out.”

Dan gave her another hug and she leaned her head into the nook of his shoulder.

She heard the two officers sneak out of the house, the front door quietly clicking shut. The sound of the police car disappearing into the distance sounded to Sally like her old life, full of friends and family, receding.


Chapter 32




“YOUR NAME’S NO longer Dan Thompson, it’s David Wilson,” said Max, as he handed over a dossier, passport and driving licence. “And you’re not Sally Thompson, you’re Jane Wilson.”

Dan glanced down at the documents. He had to hand it to them, they worked quickly. Either that or they had known this was going to happen all along.

“No birth certificate?”

“It’s on its way. But it isn’t all about the documents. You need to do the research as well.You need to invent these people — the schools they went to, their favourite coffee shops, where they’ve been on holiday. You must do the work. Then you burn those dossiers.”

Julian leaned forward, conspiratorially. “The secret to lying is not to talk too much. People volunteer too much information. Give yourself a few seconds. Think about it. If the only answer you have to a question will only get you into trouble, answer it with another question. Politicians build their careers on that one technique.”

Dan nodded, though he found it strange to be given advice on how to lie by a police officer. “What about our jobs?”

“We will help you find you new ones.” There was a hint of impatience in Max’s voice.

“I guess the world always needs lawyers.”

“You won’t be a lawyer. It would be too easy for them to find you.”

Part of Dan had been treating this like an adventure. He was annoyed at being uprooted and he was protective of Sally and their child. But somewhere underneath those concerns lay the hero in an adventure tale, like the John Buchan books he’d read as a child. Yet, when Max talked about finding a new job, the fantasy was destroyed in an instant.

Julian had noticed Sally staring out the window. “Sally, are you listening?”

Her hand did its best to support her head. “I want to tell my mother. She lives alone. I want to see her. I don’t want her to worry.”

“We can arrange that,” said Julian.

“In a month or two. When you have settled into your new identities” added Max.

“A month or two?” Sally had had enough. “I want to see my mother. I want to see her. I need to explain. She’ll be worried. I call her every day. I need to call her in the next couple of days.” She slapped the chair. “Let me see her or I’m going back to Wimbledon.”

Julian nodded vigorously. “No, you’re right. We’ll arrange it. We’ll arrange new mobiles for you, too.”

Max scowled but said nothing.

Sally hugged herself tightly. “And my friends?”

“No. You will make new friends,” said Max.

“Can I at least write them letters to say goodbye?”

“Yes. But you must not post them. You must give them to us and we will post them. Don’t call them. Not at any time. You will feel it at birthdays and Christmas. You will be tempted. But don’t.”

Sally’s eyes filled up. Dan watched her sadness turning into a hatred of Max. She stared at him intently. But Max seemed impervious to such behaviour. “I would recommend not telling your mother that you’re pregnant. Not till it becomes noticeable. For your own security you understand.”

Sally hid her eyes behind her hands for a minute. “Why are we being punished? My husband gave evidence. He didn’t have to. When that man was murdered, he could have walked away. Pretended he wasn’t there, like people do in the street every day. But he didn’t. When that criminal comes out of prison, he’ll still have his friends. He’ll be able to go wherever he wants. We can’t.”

“It’s true,” Dan said.

There was an uneasy silence. Max was definitely losing his patience, his words quickening. “It’s done. We have already deleted your Facebook pages and e-mail accounts.”

“How did you know our passwords?” asked Dan, raising his eyebrows.

“You have your new identities. Concentrate on learning those. We will be back to test you in a month. But you will not see much more of us after that. You must live your new lives.”

Sally was apoplectic. She slapped her hands down on the table. “Get out. Go away. Get out of this house, whoever it belongs to.”

Dan spoke quietly to calm the situation. “We need some time to adjust,” said Dan.

“No, we don’t.” Sally stared at him. “We need to go back to our old life.”

Dan lowered his head. He knew that if he said: okay let’s go home, she would go. But he couldn’t do that. It wasn’t just about the two of them anymore. “We can’t. For the baby’s sake.”

Sally’s eyes bulged. “Forget the baby. You’re using it as an excuse to do what you want. Enough’s enough. I’m packing and I’m going home.”

She stood up.

“Sit down,” said Max, quietly at first. But when she stood there defiantly, he got louder. “I said, sit down. Last night we were followed to your house by Ben Tong’s brother, Frank. If you go back you will die. There will be nothing we can do about it. The Tong gang run half of London. In some parts they have more control than the police.”

Dan held his hands up, palms outward, in front of his chest. “Let’s relax. Please. Everybody.”

With his eyes, Dan appealed to Sally for calm. She shifted her weight onto different feet, bowed her head, sighed desperately, conceded and sat down.

Everybody was quiet for a couple of minutes. 

“We are sorry for what you are going through. It’s hard on you,” said Julian as a balm. But he didn’t need to. Dan could see that the fight had left Sally. All that was left were tears and the faintest sobbing.

Dan wondered, with the heaviest of hearts, whether she would ever forgive him.


Chapter 33




OVER THE NEXT six months, Dan and Sally Thompson settled in to their new lives as David and Jane Wilson. Dan gave up practising law altogether and became a teacher at a private school, teaching law and politics. 

He’d been tipped off about the job by a contact that came through Max and Julian’s department. And he’d breezed through the interview, without any previous teaching experience. He got the feeling that it had all been decided on beforehand.

The headmaster who interviewed him said they were immensely impressed by a reference they’d received and that, as luck would have it, they were looking for somebody who had practised law. To begin with, Dan had been petrified about facing a room full of kids. But his fears were unfounded. Dan loved teaching and teaching loved Dan.

He missed his old friends, but soon found new ones by joining a local football team. They were a brash bunch, unsophisticated by comparison with his old friends at the bar. But Dan liked them. He didn’t have to worry about the label in his shirt, the shine on his shoes. Life as a lawyer soon drifted into a distant memory.

The only downside was that he had trouble sleeping. Overnight he had turned into an insomniac. He’d tried everything to cure it — hypnotherapy, reflexology, changing his diet.

He did worry about Sally. She didn’t feel the same sense of liberation as he did. As the months went by and her stomach grew, she seemed to become more intimidated by her condition. After six months, her bulge was quite large. She started staring at the bump for long periods of time, not stroking it lovingly. Instead, she kept her arms by her side. She looked like she was waiting for the Bomb Squad to defuse this thing inside her.

She kept herself busy by joining a book club and taking a course in landscape gardening. But that was only after Dan suggested that she should find things to keep her occupied.

They had hardly spoken to their neighbours. Initially out of fear. What if they said the wrong thing? What if they got their stories crossed? To counter this, Dan instigated a story-telling session every Tuesday evening, just as Max and Julian had suggested. The two of them would go to a restaurant and spend the time talking about a part of their imagined backstory. One night they would cover school days, the next it would be holidays. Dan enjoyed these sessions and was surprised at how creative he was.

“I think we honeymooned in the Maldives,” said Sally, wearily.

“You can do better than that.” Dan had a smile on his face.

Sally pushed to one side her plate of pancakes with maple syrup, bananas, strawberries, blueberries and ice cream, which she’d ordered as a starter. “Okay. The plane ran out of fuel. It ditched in the ocean. We only just avoided drowning. We drifted around on the ocean for three days while sharks ate the other survivors. Then we were washed up on a beach where we had an amazing two weeks till we were rescued by a fishing boat.”

Dan cocked his head to one side and raised an eyebrow. He knew she couldn’t resist smiling at him when he did this. She tried her best not to, but in the end she capitulated. “I don’t think you take these sessions seriously enough,” said Dan.

“You’re right, I don’t.”

“Well, I have our first serious test. Our next door neighbours, Ray and Sarah.”

“Is that what they’re called?”

“Yes. Ray caught me on my way to school. He’s very friendly. They’ve invited us round to dinner tomorrow night.”

“I hope you said no.”

“I said yes. I thought it would be good for us.”

Sally played with the pancakes, aimlessly pushing them around the plate. “I don’t want to go.”

Dan held her hand. “When the baby comes we’ll need friends nearby. It’ll make life easier.”

The waiter arrived with their pizzas, delivering them onto the table with a swooping motion. His flair was as fake as his Italian accent.

Sally watched him suspiciously.

“One Fiorentina, signora. One Quattro Stagioni. Anything else?”

Sally waved him away. She looked up to the heavens. “The thing is… you’re good at this. You enjoy our new life.”

Dan stroked her arm. “So will you when the baby arrives.”

Sally grimaced. Dan tried not to bring the baby up in conversation too much because this was often Sally’s reaction.

“It was the hardest time for this to happen to you,” he said, “but soon you’ll have much more freedom.”

Sally pushed herself up in her seat, as she had to thirty or so times a day. “You know what attracted me to you — your honesty, your integrity.  Part of me worries that you found this so easy. That time I came to watch you play football. You were telling your team-mates about a holiday we took to the south of France. You went into such detail. The hotel. The food. Even a story about the locals not understanding your pronunciation of deux. All this detail about a holiday we never took. To be honest, it was frightening. I didn’t recognise you.”

Dan took both her hands. He squeezed them tightly.

“I’m doing what has to be done. So we have a future. That’s all. I’m the same person. I hope so.”

Sally pulled her hands away and picked up her knife and fork. She tore at her pizza.

“I’ll tell Ray we can’t make it,” he offered.

“No, don’t. Don’t.” She looked down at the table, dropped her knife and fork, looking ashamed of herself all of a sudden. “I’m sorry. It’s so difficult without my mum and my friends. You’ve been brilliant. But sometimes a girl needs girls around.”

Dan leaned forward and kissed her eyelids. She smiled gratefully. He could never understand what she was going through, he knew that.

“I’ll get in touch with Julian. See if we can arrange another meeting with your mother. And not in a service station this time.”

“Thank you.”

She dipped her finger in the ice cream and dabbed it on his nose. They both giggled.


Chapter 34




RAY STAFFORD AND his wife, Sarah, lived in the same style house as Dan and Sally, but you couldn’t tell once you were inside. One of the Staffords, or both, had a predilection for country cottage furnishings, including an overly large Welsh dresser.

It reminded Dan of the one Sally’s parents had bought them as a wedding present. Neither of them had liked it. It was in their Wimbledon home, which they’d just sold, along with all its contents. He should rescue it, he thought. It might make Sally feel more at home. Funny how an object you once scorned could have such sentimental value.

The rest of the Staffords’ living room used colours that reminded Dan of heather — lilac and a pale green. Shades that were meant to remind you of the countryside but, instead, were reminiscent of an old people’s home. Dan stopped himself thinking unkind thoughts.

Ray cut a middle-aged portly figure and had a welcoming smile that never seemed to wain. The lower buttons on his blue and white checked shirt couldn’t stop his hairy belly from making cameo appearances in the gaps between them. Chubby cheeks dominated his face.

His wife, Sarah, doted on him, that was evident. Of a similar, large build, she wore a loose, silk blouse with a Versace type print on it but from a high street shop. The black slacks she wore with it clashed with the bold colours upstairs. But she would have thought of her outfit, Dan guessed, as being fancy.

“Jane, when’s the baby due, sweetheart?” Ray asked.

Sally had drifted off when the conversation had moved to football. And she hadn’t learned to react to her new name yet.

Dan prodded her thigh under the dinner table.

“Sorry?”

Dan covered. “Ray was asking how long before the baby’s due.”

Sarah chuckled, “No good asking the man. No concept of time, men. Unless it’s dinner time.” Ray laughed along with his wife, like some music hall act from a bygone era.

“Only a month to go,” said Sally.

“I bet you’ll be glad when the thing pops out, won’t you, love?” said Ray, laughing again.

“Yes,” sighed Sally without following up with the joy that’s expected of such an answer. “Yes, it’ll be a relief.”

“Jane’s had a lot of morning sickness,” Dan added with a sympathetic rub of her shoulder.

“Oh, poor dear,” said Sarah. “I know what it’s like. I suffered horribly with my first one. And it was never in the morning. Any time of the day I’d get the urge to run to the loo. Smells set me off. Didn’t matter what it was. Could be a jolly nice flower and off I’d trot.”

Dan nodded. Sally looked at him, obviously wondering why he’d invented the whole morning sickness story.

Sarah gushed, “It’s all worth it in the end. I don’t see how any woman can feel fulfilled if she doesn’t have a child.”

Dan feared this would tip Sally over the edge. She was vehemently opposed to this point of view. Sure enough, Sally straightened, as much as she could in her condition.

“I don’t agree at all. I would have been fine if I’d never got pregnant. In fact, Dan had to spend a long time convincing me that we should have children — about three years in all.”

Sarah took this as a personal insult and pursed her lips before relaxing again. Ray looked concerned. But for an entirely different reason.

“Who’s Dan?”

Dan hadn’t noticed Sally’s slip. Not wanting her to feel uneasy, he jumped in before Sally felt the pressure to respond. He forgot the advice given to him by Julian — to wait and think.

Sally had forgotten that advice too. 

They spoke over each other. Not so much, unfortunately, that they couldn’t be understood.

“It’s the name of her brother.” / “My pet name for my husband.”

There was a silence. It brought the walls of the room in on them. They compounded the mistake by glancing at each other sheepishly.

Ray broke the silence with his cackling laugh. “Good grief. That was strange. I think we have a new game here. Guess which one of our guests is telling fibs. You two have met before? Oh, my Lord.”

Dan didn’t know what to say. Sally nervously toyed with a strand of her hair. There was another uneasy gap in the conversation. Dan thought of a thousand things to say but none of them seemed appropriate. It seemed like a lifetime ago that he’d been a lawyer and his mind wasn’t as familiar with extemporising as it once was.

“Would you like another drink?” Sarah’s grin was unbearably over the top. It was a dinner party story to tell her friends. And she probably would tell all of them.

Dan was aching to explain the different versions of their story. But the moment had passed. Any attempted retrieval of the situation would look even more suspicious.

“No thanks. We’d better get going. I get very tired,” said Sally.

Dan nodded at their hosts, who continued to grin inanely. Dan and Sally couldn’t hide their bemusement from each other, as they rose from the table. So much so that the glee of their hosts subsided and they appeared to feel guilty and try to gloss over the cracks.

“We must do this again.”

“Yes,” said Dan. “You must come over to us for dinner.” And they must, he thought. That would hopefully give him enough time to think of a plausible explanation.

They left their neighbour’s house and walked the twenty yards to their own front door in the chilly night air. And though she hated him doing it, Dan held Sally’s arm in case she slipped on the frosty pavement. 

Sally mumbled, “I’m sorry.”

“No, it was my fault. I jumped in.”

It was a reminder that neither of them were professionals at this, that a stumble to a couple of people could easily become a suicide note to thousands.


  

  

  

PART THREE

  

Then…
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“IT’S MY FAULT… My fault… My fault…” Dan was mumbling as he woke up. He wiped away the spit, dribbling from the corner of his mouth. It took him a moment or two to remember where he was.

The car heater was rattling. Keeping it on all night had taken its toll on the fan. It had also used fuel. The outside temperature, which must have been below zero, had overwhelmed it. He could feel drafts from every corner and the ends of his fingers were numb.

Beyond the smeared windscreen, the view was beautiful. He’d stopped in the lay-by but, because of the darkness, hadn’t been able to appreciate the vista. The New Forest wasn’t a forest in the medieval sense. Much of it was open heathland, wiry but soft vegetation, with muted colours and names that sounded like a witch’s shopping list — Bog Myrtle, Butcher’s Broom and Foxglove. Early morning dew glistened on the patchy grass. The cluster of trees on the horizon was silhouetted by the sun, which had barely risen above them and wouldn’t go much higher on this winter’s day. A pale blue light didn’t help it feel any warmer. But it imbued the landscape with a crisp beauty. 

If only it wasn’t so cold.

He looked over at Sally. She was asleep, but looked deathly pale. He didn’t know what to do. She needed her sleep, but she didn’t look well. Should he wake her or leave her be? He decided to wake her.

“Sally… Sally?” No response. He tapped her on the shoulder. Muscles around her eyes twitched. “Sally, hon.” Slowly, she opened her eyes. They flickered. “Are you okay? How do you feel?”

Sally yawned. She became aware of how cold she was. She shivered, finding it hard to talk. “I’m okay.”

“You’re not okay.”

“I need to…” She threw off the blanket and tried to move her cramped body. She reached around her large stomach to encourage the circulation of blood in her legs by rubbing them. She winced in pain.

“I’m taking you to a hospital.”

“I’m fine. A little cold. I just need to move.”

She shuffled in her seat. Her face contorted. She bent over, did her panting exercise that she’d found on her too brief search of the internet, then sat up.

“You’re not fine at all.”

“It’s kicking, that’s all.”

“You’re white. We need to get you checked out.”

Dan turned the key in the ignition. The engine protested before firing up. He drove the car out of the lay-by and onto the very basic single lane road, the bracken crackling as it fell off the tyres. The lane was only wide enough for one car. It was a way of not spoiling the charm of the New Forest, but made it tricky if you faced oncoming traffic. It was tarmac but covered in loose stones. No wonder he’d found it hard to recover grip after losing control of the car. Of course, falling asleep at the wheel hadn’t helped.

Sally was still trying to hide how cold she’d got in the night. Dan could see her surreptitiously trying to warm up by embracing herself.

“The car should warm up while we’re moving.”

“I’m not cold. I’m not ill. I’m fine.”

“Hon, this is not the time to be brave.”

“I’m not being brave. I’m okay. Besides, we can’t go to a hospital. They’ll try and access my records. And if they do that, they’ll know where we are.”

Dan thought about it. “No. They wouldn’t have an alert on our hospital records.”

“How do you know? Max and Julian said nobody would ever discover our new identities. But they did. This gang, or whoever, what if they have access to some national tracking system? It might cover more than credit cards.”

It didn’t sound right. But he’d started this whole flight of fancy about being tracked. He couldn’t blame Sally for taking it to the moon. Who knew what these criminals had access to? It was far fetched but maybe she was right. And it was no good being partially careful, like wearing a seatbelt over your shoulder without plugging it in.

Yet what about their baby’s welfare? That was a consideration to be put above everything else, wasn’t it? Sally seemed reluctant to do that. One particular thought kept badgering Dan. He’d had it for a while. It was difficult to acknowledge its existence and he was almost ashamed of having it. But that didn’t mean it might not be true. 

Was Sally, subconsciously, trying to get rid of the baby?

If that was the way her mind was working, he was somewhat responsible for it. She’d never wanted a baby. He’d bullied her into it. He didn’t realise it at the time, but looking back it was all so obvious. And pathetic.

But that was in the past. Today, the baby came first.

“It’s a risk. I admit it,” he said, “but one we have to take. We have to look after the little fella. We shouldn’t have spent the night in the car. And that’s my fault.”

She touched his arm, tenderly. “It’s not. It’s my fault. And you know it. Thanks for trying to make me feel better though.” He thought she’d changed her mind. But then she glibly added: “But we don’t need to go to a hospital. Really.”

Dan didn’t know what to say. So he nodded his agreement.

He felt bad about being duplicitous with his wife. But they were going to the first hospital they came across. He didn’t want anything happening to his wife or their baby. They were the only things that made this crazy hightailing nonsense make sense.

He smiled at her, though he felt bad about it. “Okay, I give in. You go back to sleep.”

She closed her eyes. Hopefully, they would stay closed till he pulled into a hospital car park.


Chapter 36




JULIAN SAT AT his desk in the office he shared with Max.

When the centralised Witness Protection Unit was set up they were given a room in New Scotland Yard’s HQ. There were only two full-time officers and one room. Each of the regional forces had their own officer and extra manpower could be called in when needed.

The room itself was a mixture of the functional and the homely. One side of the office was stark efficiency — two gun-metal grey desks, filing cabinets and two desktop computers. There were no written records in the office. Everything was scanned and kept on the separate Witness Protection server, away from the rest of the police computer network.

The other half of the office was made to look homely. Julian had suggested this to put nervous witnesses at ease. Of course, Max had taken it a step further, interviewing psychologists to see which colours and fabrics would be the most calming. Julian was shocked to hear that they recommended pink as the most calming colour. Many prison cells were painted that colour to sedate dangerous criminals. Julian protested that pink might be calming but had too many other connotations. In the end, they settled for a light green scheme, another recommendation. There were plants, paintings of landscapes on the wall and a TV, so if you were sat on the sofa, facing away from the desks, your eyes could fool you into thinking you were in a domestic living room. 

That morning, Julian was in the office alone because Max had been called to account by his boss. The Witness Protection Unit had never had an incident like this. It had a failure rate of zero, which was commendable but also the promised target. The centralised department was only five years old. But this incident was embarrassing to all those who had backed a national, centralised unit. It could only strengthen the argument of its opponents who said individual forces should have remained in control of their own witness protection.

Julian knew Max would offer to resign. And he knew their boss, Chief Superintendent Gareth Williams, would refuse to let him. He was too good an officer. But Max had taken the failure as a personal sleight. His diligence to duty had redoubled since the incident.

Julian’s workload had also increased, exponentially. He was checking all the telephone calls from both the Thompsons’ mobile numbers. As his and Max’s computers were on a separate network to guard against corruption, he also had to cross-check the log-on details against their duty diary.

But it was tough investigating the disappearance without further compromising the couple. An appeal to be broadcast on news networks was out of the question. If their pictures were plastered all over the media and it turned out that the gang didn’t know where they were, it might help the criminals find the couple before the police did.

Discreet calls were made to their employers, neighbours were questioned. Their credit card and debit card numbers had been flagged — the department would be notified minutes after their use. Their mobile phones were being tracked, or would have been, if they’d not been turned off.

The focus was on finding the Thompsons first. Unearthing the source of the leaked information would come later, unless the two merged.

Julian wandered over to the paisley-patterned, light-green sofa. He sat down and leafed through the details of the Thompson case. 

Bleep.

Julian rummaged around in his pocket for his mobile phone. He looked at it. But the text message he expected to see wasn’t there. He searched in another pocket for his other mobile. They were identical phones, except that Julian had put a small scratch on one of them to tell them apart.

He checked the other phone and, sure enough, there was a text message waiting for him. It read: “Courtauld art gallery 2.30”. The caller ID read “unknown number” but Julian knew who it was. That particular texter didn’t need to be in his phone’s address book. Julian deleted the message and put the mobile back in his pocket.

He heard Max’s unmistakably heavy footsteps in the corridor outside. He knew he wouldn’t be in a good mood and that he shouldn’t rile him. But it was good sport. Besides, it was good for Max, stopped him taking himself too seriously. He was still smiling as Max entered the office.

“There’s nothing to smile about.”

“There’s always something to smile about. You’re alive, you have your health. Arsenal are on a three-game winning streak.”

Max snarled at Julian’s wit and sank heavily into his chair. Out the corner of his eye, Julian saw Max staring at the computer screen on his desk. For once he appeared indolent, at a loss, bereft of ideas.

Julian’s mobile rang. Or one of them did. Was it the one in the left pocket or the one in the right? He waited a moment to work it out. The hearing in his left ear was better than that in his right. He decided it was the phone in his right pocket. He put his hand in and felt it vibrating. He lifted it out slowly.

“Stenning.”

They’d finally got a search warrant for Frank Tong’s flat. It was difficult because the judge was an art lover and had read the reviews of Frank’s transition from criminal to respected artist. There was a rumour that he’d snapped up one of the most violent works. It was an investment of a kind, Julian supposed. When the forensic team finally gained entry to Frank’s flat, he wasn’t at home.

The officer at the other end of the phone gave him a detailed account of the search.

“I’ve never seen paintings that made me want to puke. It’s difficult to describe. I mean, they’re crap. You can’t tell what anything is. He must’ve known they were crap too because he’s slashed some with a knife.”

“That’s part of the painting,” chuckled Julian.

“Really?”

“Apart from the paintings, what else did you find?”

“Nothing. This guy leads a very basic existence. There’s no TV, no radio, no computer. It’s an art studio with a bed and a kitchen. There’s no bills. Every shirt’s the same colour, like every pair of trousers. Looks like black is the new black. The guy’s careful. There’s paint everywhere, but he’s scrupulously hygienic. The flat smells of antiseptic.”

“I didn’t expect you to find anything. But thanks anyway.”

“Give me the phone,” Max demanded.

Julian handed it to him.

“Photograph everything. Every scrap of paper. Shopping lists, doodles. Everything. Understand?”

Max tossed the phone back to Julian.

Julian caught it. “I don’t think Frank Tong’s behind this. His exhibition opened last night. He was there.”

“Find out what time he left. Find out if the journey was possible.”

“First, I have to go to the dentist,” Julian said, then grinned. It had become a running gag between them. Whenever Julian had a meeting with one of his criminal underworld contacts, whose name he couldn’t reveal, he’d tell Max he had to go to the dentist.

“What is it this time?”

“A filling.”

“Let’s hope it’s not painful.”

Julian put his mobile away, then realised he’d put it in the same pocket as the other one. 

The meeting he’d been summoned to at the Courthauld Gallery was the one in which he’d make it clear he wanted a life where he only needed the one phone.
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JULIAN WALKED ALONG the Strand until he arrived at the monumental archway, heralding the entrance to Somerset House. On all four sides of the courtyard was a neo-classical, stone building with colonnades. Georgian splendour at its finest, looking like the royal palace it used to be. The blue-tinged winter sun reflected off the windows. As he walked by one of the ornate fountains, a fine, cold mist drifted on the wind and settled on his face. He wiped his damp cheek.

The gallery was a succession of light and airy rooms with multi-paned sash windows. Not at all the stuffy, underlit rooms you usually associate with the word gallery. He could imagine an eighteenth century family sitting down to tea in these rooms, dressed in periwigs and petticoats. 

Julian walked into the first room. It wasn’t busy. Two couples examined paintings and swapped thoughts in reverential whispers. Manet’s barmaid stared sadly at Julian as he walked past, into the next room.

This was much smaller than the previous room. Blinds were down over the windows. Even though it had tall, white rococo walls it felt claustrophobic. A couple of backpackers stood in one corner.

In another corner was the man Julian had come to see. 

He was sitting down, staring at the Courtauld’s most renowned painting — Vincent van Gogh’s “Self-portrait with Bandage”. Knowing the viewer’s history, Julian imagined he’d probably been staring at it for a long time. Frank Tong could relate to the type of feelings that made you want to sever your own ear. And by the looks of him, he’d been in the wars. His lower left leg was in a discreet, yet noticeable, cast.

Julian wanted to smile, either to look casual or to diffuse his own nervousness. He wasn’t sure which.

“I didn’t have you down as being a fan of the impressionists.” It was a nonsensical statement, designed to be a throwaway remark. But it stunk of stupidity and trepidation.

Frank didn’t turn around, or acknowledge Julian in any way. Instead, he looked at the gallery attendant in his uniform that made him look like a 1950s police officer. Frank nodded at him.

Julian watched as the attendant walked over and had a word with the two backpackers. They promptly left the room. The attendant followed and pulled a red rope across the doorway.

So this is why the Courtauld Gallery was chosen. It was a demonstration of how the Tong gang could bribe employees of even the most venerable of institutions. Julian understood. This was good business on their part. The Tongs regularly pulled stunts like this as a way of asserting their power. Big corporations built towering headquarters by notable architects to display their credentials. The Tongs couldn’t do that. It would draw attention to them. This was their equivalent. Sure, they could have met at a small café. But you can’t look like a big swinging dick at a small café.

“Van Gogh is a post-impressionist, not an impressionist” Frank finally replied. He winced and felt his leg, holding it underneath, providing support for the lightweight cast, easing it off the ground for a few seconds. He stood up, awkwardly. He had a walking stick but was trying not to use it.

“Is he really? So what does that make Picasso?”

Frank turned and finally looked at Julian. “That makes Picasso a god, Paul.”

Julian flinched at Frank’s use of that name. He let it pass, returning with his own joke about modern art. “Never got the eyes and the nose in the right place though, did he?”

“Shut up, Paul.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Okay, Paul.” Frank wasn’t joking. He was making another point, and Julian knew it.

“What did you do to your leg?”

Frank’s eyes were defiant. He stared straight at Julian, letting the question fade away into the musty air.

He tried again. “It was stupid going after the couple yourself. We had people at your flat today.”

Frank sniffed. “It wasn’t stupid.”

This is what a conversation with Frank was like. You had to leave normal logic at the door. “Because you’re the first person we thought of looking for. Max didn’t believe your alibi. You could get from London to Leicester in the time.”

Frank looked bemused. “I know, because I did.”

“You want to get caught?”

“Prison is just a room. It’s the modern monastery. Gives you time to think, to create. It would give me time.” There was a flicker in his eye. Did he actually like the thought? Or was he being obtuse?

There was never any point in arguing with Frank. Julian thrust his hands into his pockets. “This is the last time we meet.”

“No, it’s not. When I stop calling you ‘Paul’, that’s when you’ll know you can walk away. We need to find that couple. For my peace of mind. For my business.”

“It’s not my problem. I let you know where they were. You fucked up.”

Frank shifted his weight momentarily onto his bad leg, as if feeding himself another shot of pain. “We would like to do it on our own.” He winced. “But we don’t have your resources. You, for instance, know when and where he uses his credit card. That’s useful, Paul.”

“Stop it.”

“The name ‘Paul’ screams inside my head like a Francis Bacon painting. Is it the same with you? Tell me, what are your plans for Paul?”

Julian turned on his heels and walked out, swinging his leg over the cord. He stared at the attendant as he went by. But the attendant had figured that, for the money he’d been paid, he wasn’t supposed to look at Frank’s visitor.

Julian couldn’t get out of the building quick enough. Frank always destroyed his insouciance with his acerbic jibes. He could feel his face reddening and perspiration building up around his armpits and the back of his neck.

When he reached the fountain, he cupped his hand, scooped up some water and splashed his face. A couple of ten-year-olds watched in bemusement. He caught their eye, could see what they were thinking: why did this man need to cool himself down on a winter’s day in February?


Chapter 38




DAN COULDN’T DECIDE where to park. At first, he followed the signs towards “Out Patients” but then opted for “Accident & Emergency”, reasoning that without an appointment, A&E was the only department where they’d get any attention. 

Sally opened her eyes as they were passing a sign: “Welcome To Bournemouth Hospital”. She took in the sight of mainly elderly people walking among doctors and nurses, before talking to Dan. “What are we doing here?”

Dan didn’t look at her. Those green eyes of hers were capable of shaking his resolve.

“I’m okay. We don’t need to be here. We need to keep driving.”

Her mouth sounded dry, dehydrated, the words came out scratched. She was doing her best to hide her discomfort. Why was she so stubborn?

“This is suicide. I’m warm now. The baby’s kicking, that’s all. You don’t listen to me. Stop the car. I want to get out.” She rubbed her face vigorously, which she did when she was annoyed.

Dan kept his voice quiet, “Sally, relax. Please.”

“I won’t relax, I’m fine.”

“I’m sorry but you’re not well. We have to get you checked out.”

Sally closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.

“What’s up? Are you okay?”

She nodded, half-heartedly. Dan drove into the closest parking space. When he turned the engine off, she was still holding her nose.

“You were as white as a sheet when you were asleep. We have to see somebody. You know we have to.”

“Okay.” She spoke quietly without looking at him. 

“Are you feeling dizzy?”

“A little.” She took a deep breath.

Dan felt her forehead. It was no longer cold. Sweat was gathering. “You have to see somebody.”

“Okay.” She gently took his hand away from her forehead. “But we’ll give them false names. We’ll say we’re on holiday down here.” When she looked at him all her energy went. Her cheeks became blanched. Her eyes appeared shrunken, as if retreating from the glare of daylight.

Dan nodded. He’d already lied to her today and felt bad about it. He would go along with this unless the doctor insisted that medical records were vital to the health of mother and baby. In that case, he would reveal their real names. She could protest all she liked.

Dan jumped out of the car, walked round to the passenger side, opened the door and offered Sally his hand. Sally ignored it, grabbed the door frame and got out of the car under her own steam.

They walked up to the hospital, the facade of which was styled more like a shopping mall. A vaulted portico, made mostly of glass, rose thirty feet into the air. It didn’t give the impression that this was a place for sick people.

Through the revolving door, the reception desk stood before them. 

Dan was now an old hand at lying. Before, he’d have gone over his lines in his head. But these days, he was capable of winging it. He’d only ever lied once before going into the Witness Protection Scheme. And that was when he was a kid. At school he watched other boys do it and admired the conviction they gave to a sentence such as: “Sorry, teacher, the dog tried to eat my football kit.” He’d tried it once. “Sir, I didn’t do my homework because my mother was ill and…” But he’d started snivelling before he could finish the sentence. The suit of lies didn’t fit him, so he never put it on again. That was until the day he and Sally had got whisked away from their home by two men who said they had to start their lives all over again. The men had told them to lie and to practise lying. Lying was endemic to their situation. It wasn’t a moral choice. It defined them. They’d been Mr. and Mrs. Thompson. They’d become Mr. and Mrs. Wilson. And now… 

“My name’s Mr Anderson. My wife’s pregnant and experiencing some pain. Could somebody take a look at her?”

“Certainly, sir” the receptionist replied. “If you would fill in the form, please.”

She handed a short form to Dan. It wanted his wife’s name, address, date of birth and doctor’s name and address. He tried to think of a couple of addresses he could use. For their domestic address he thought of his parents’ first house. But that was no good. That would be traceable. Where was that place they’d spent a weekend? What about using a friend’s address? No. They could all lead back to their true identity. He had to invent the addresses and hope for the best. “Rossdale Drive”. That sounded credible. And the doctor should be situated at “Blontingfeld Street”. Blimey, where did that come from? He handed the form back to the receptionist.

“Birmingham? Are you here on holiday?”

“Yes, that’s right.” He smiled at her. He’d learnt that trick from Julian, another of the gems he’d given them during a meeting. “If you smile while lying, people feel compelled to believe you. They’re embarrassed not to.” He never thought he’d get lessons on mendacity from a police officer.

He sat back down with his wife. “How do you feel?”

Sally sighed. The energy of her initial outburst had subsided, overwhelmed by fatigue and the pain she was obviously in.

“Not too good,” she murmured.

“By the way, your name today is ‘Julia Anderson’.”


Chapter 39




“IS IT ONLY when the baby kicks?”

“No. It’s a dull ache I feel most of the time.”

“Take your clothes off, please.”

Sally nodded. Her impending nudity made her aware of how clean and clinical the room was. The white surfaces, the chrome medical instruments and boxes of surgical gloves irked her. It was all so clean and she wasn’t.  Sally began to disrobe. She’d spent all night in a car and hadn’t had a shower. Just before taking off her long-sleeved T-shirt, she paused. Her skin was sticky and smelt damp. She had her arms crossed, hands gripping each side of the shirt. But she couldn’t continue the action of taking it off. She had frozen.

“Is everything all right, darling?” Dan’s enquiry jolted her back to reality. She worried that taking off the shirt would unleash a foul-smelling odour.

“Do I have to take off my clothes?”

The doctor look at her puzzled, even a little annoyed. “You must have been examined before.”

“Yes. But do you mind if I don’t? I mean, don’t take my clothes off? This time?”

She could tell that Dan didn’t know how to react. And she knew she was being absurd. Worse still, she was drawing attention to herself. They didn’t want the doctor to remember them, that was the last thing they needed. But she wasn’t going to take her shirt off.

The doctor moved from behind his desk. Although irked, he was sensitive enough not to force the issue. “Lift up your shirt enough for me to see your abdomen.”

Sally complied, thanking the doctor with a shy smile.

The doctor used one hand on top of the other to explore her bump. He prodded her in various places, a little harder than Sally thought was good for her.

“Does that hurt?”

“A little.” The truth was that it hurt more than a little.

Next, he measured her blood pressure.

“Your BP is high.” The doctor sat back down, turned to his computer and started typing.

Dan gave her a reassuring smile. She felt his warm hand hold hers. Hers was freezing, even though they were now in the overheated hospital.

“I can’t find your records. It is Julia Anderson of 23 Rossdale Drive, Birmingham, isn’t it?”

Before she could stop herself, Sally found herself glancing across at Dan. They didn’t make the mistake of talking over each other these days. Dan nodded at her ever so slightly. She turned back to the doctor.

“Yes, yes it is.”

“We’ve not been there long,” Dan added. “They lost our records before. Twice, I think. Something about our previous doctor switching over to a new computer system.”

The doctor peeked at his screen again. “Your local doctor. According to our database, there is no Dr Green of Blontingfeld Street.”

Sally wanted to contribute. She felt guilty that Dan was doing all the work. But she felt nauseous. Concentrating for more than a few seconds was proving problematic.

“That’s my fault. We’ve changed addresses a few times, lately. I think I might have got the address of the old one wrong. And I just can’t remember the address of the new one.”

There he went again, lying as if born to it. He didn’t sweat, he maintained eye contact and his body language was natural, economical. He was the consummate liar. Yes, they needed to be good at lying. But this good? Could she ever trust him again? 

The doctor paused, examined both of them with his eyes. He then returned to his computer, his fingers flitting across the keys, ending with a flourish on the enter key.

“I can’t find a Dr. Roberts at all in that area,” said the doctor, with an accusatory glance.

Dan looked at Sally. Why? Was he about to confide in the doctor? That would be crazy. Sally’s fingers tingled, the nerve endings seemingly curling up inside.

In their new life they’d been lucky. Apart from one embarrassing incident, nobody had contradicted any of the stories they’d invented.

“The truth is, we’re not registered with any doctor.”

Dan’s words brought out a disbelief in the doctor’s eyes. And Sally could see it affecting Dan. The accomplished liar was tensing up. He wanted to embellish, she could see that — a temptation they’d been warned against by Julian. But the pressure in the room was building. 

The doctor folded his arms. 

Sally could see her husband straining, small beads of sweat formed on his forehead, until he couldn’t restrain himself any longer. He’d never faced this kind of stress before.

“I work for the government. It’s nothing fancy like spying. But it requires a degree of confidentiality. We see a private doctor usually. The arrangement covers spouses too.”

The corner of the doctor’s mouth turned up as if he was trying, and failing, to suppress a smile. Even Sally was tired and emotional enough to want to laugh. But the urge passed and the nervousness returned.

The doctor sighed. “We need to give Mrs Anderson a scan. I want to rule out the possibility of complications. We have to make sure you’re not suffering from pre-eclampsia.” The doctor returned to his computer. “I can fit you in on Thursday.”

“Can’t we do it now?” urged Dan.

The doctor scratched his head, irritably, obviously tiring of the endless, unnecessary complications. Huffily, he rose to his feet. “I’ll have to go and check.” And with that he left the room.

Dan gave Sally’s hand another squeeze.

“You work for the government?” she whispered.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “that’s the only thing I could think of.”

She spoke softly. He’d done his best. “I think we should go.”

“Why?”

“I think he’s suspicious. I think he’s gone out there and is calling the police.” Sally watched Dan’s eyes flit around the room and then settle on her stomach. She knew she wasn’t entirely well but she also knew they should have made for the exit thirty seconds ago.
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DAN DIDN’T MOVE. He concertinaed the skin on his forehead between his forefinger and little finger, scrunching it tight with both hands.

“Come on, Dan, let’s go.” Sally stood up, holding her bump as she did so.

But Dan didn’t move. “We need to make sure you’re not at risk. What was that condition he mentioned?” Dan was wary of medical terms. He hadn’t heard this one before and assumed, from the doctor’s grave manner, that it was bad. “Pre-eclampsia, wasn’t it?”

“He didn’t say I had it. He said he wanted to rule it out. I’m not worried. I feel much better. I think it was the cold.”

He couldn’t believe her anymore. It was as simple as that. Maybe she didn’t want to harm the baby, intentionally, or maybe she did. Maybe she wasn’t even aware of her own motivations. For both of them, words were becoming a way of smoothing the journey from A to B. He couldn’t take her word as being the truth. Dan remained on the rickety, plastic seat. “But how do you know you’re all right? It’s not about how you feel, it’s about what’s going on inside. And we can only find that out with tests.”

Sally waited a few more seconds, then opened the door and walked out. Dan gripped the seat tight until his knuckles were white, then released the fingers and stood up. Her cavalier attitude was wrong, but he had to follow her.

 “Wait,” he called out. But she wasn’t going to risk slowing down and arguing with him. He trotted up to her and grabbed her hand, holding it tight to register both his annoyance and his support.

The sterile smell of the hospital permeated his nostrils and crept down the back of his parched throat. 

As they walked along the corridor, they heard a man talking to someone. It was a voice they recognised — the doctor. “I think we should call social services. He said he worked for the government and that they weren’t registered with a doctor. I don’t believe a word of it. I’d feel responsible if a child was born to parents like that and I hadn’t taken action. Can you give them a call? Thank you.”

The doctor appeared from around the corner. When he saw them, he pulled up sharply, like a horse rearing. Recovering quickly, he smiled broadly, effecting a manner far too welcoming.

“Good news. I can squeeze you in, in an hour. I need a few more details. If you can…”

Sally and Dan walked straight past him.

“Where are you going?”

Sally quickened her stride as much as she could. Dan followed suit. They heard the heavy brogues on the doctor’s feet clattering after them. The doctor wasn’t giving up. He caught them and laid a hand on Sally’s shoulder.

“Get off her,” Dan screamed and pushed the doctor away. The stunned physician stumbled but recovered after a couple of unsteady steps backwards.

Dan positioned himself in front of Sally, drawing himself up to his full height to look imposing, to be the alpha male. The doctor put his hands up in a non-threatening manner, surrendering. Sally appeared shocked. He realised she’d probably never seen him raise his voice to anybody, let alone lay a hand on another person. In the fight with Frank Tong, she’d seen him taking all the blows.

“If you want to leave, I’m not going to stop you. But your wife should have a scan. You don’t want to harm her or the baby, do you?”

 “Of course I don’t. How dare you say that!” Dan clenched his fist. He wanted to confess to the doctor that this was his primary fear but he’d chosen to trust his wife’s instincts. It was against his better judgement but this was no time to prevaricate. Sides had to be taken. The doctor’s side involved treating them as a potential case for social services.

Dan put his arm round Sally and ushered her away from the doctor. This time there were no heavy footsteps in pursuit.

They walked quicker, desperately following a succession of exit signs. One lengthy corridor followed another. Trolleys carrying sick people with drips attached were pushed past them by nurses and porters.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t hurt him.” Dan said quietly.

“It’s okay. There was no time to explain and he wouldn’t have understood anyway.”

He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Are you sure you’re feeling well?”

“I’ll be fine.”

They eventually arrived at the exit and went straight through the doors, without looking at the receptionist. With his hand on her shoulder, Dan felt a spasm run through Sally’s body. She flinched momentarily. He didn’t dare ask her if it hurt.
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DAN KEPT GLANCING over his shoulder, expecting security guards to be in pursuit. He put a protective arm around Sally as she struggled to walk quickly. The will was there, but the way was not. Was it his imagination or was she walking more slowly by the minute? Their struggle to cover ground reminded him of a scene from a war film, where a soldier drags his wounded comrade from the battle.

They drove out of the hospital car park, Dan keeping his speed in check. He wanted to go faster, but didn’t want to draw attention to their flight.

Thoughts tumbled around in his mind, fighting for supremacy. But one could not be toppled. He’d made a mistake. He should have stuck to his guns. The doctor was right to accuse them of neglect. Dan spoke clearly, ‘We need to find another hospital. We do. I’m sorry.’

Almost too tired to answer, Sally whispered, “They’ll all be the same. They’ll all want to access my records.”

“You heard what he said, darling. We have to make sure you don’t have pre-eclampsia. We have to find one that will do tests without asking questions.”

Sally sighed. “We can’t go to another hospital.”

“We have to.”

“Let’s see how I feel after another night’s rest.”

“No. It’s not about resting. You need to undergo tests. Proper medical tests. Please, Sally. Please.” Dan was himself tired, and unusually irritable. If the truth be told, he probably needed a medical check-up too. He could feel a heavy weight pressing down, like the steel door of a lift shutting, restricting his breathing. And he had a monster of a headache. But he wasn’t going to tell Sally any of this. 

Dan just couldn’t drop the subject. “You need a scan.”

“The baby’s fine. You wouldn’t know. You’re not the one who has it inside you. I go dizzy, occasionally. But so would you carrying around this weight.”

Dan was astounded at her obstinacy. He thumped the steering wheel. He didn’t know if he would scream or cry. What came out was a faltering speech. “That doesn’t make you an expert. That doesn’t give you the right to put your fears above the health of our baby. It doesn’t!”

“And what about my health? You’re obsessed with the baby.”

His voice became stronger, along with his conviction. “Your health, too. You know I meant that.” He thumped the steering wheel, twice this time. He had no way of controlling the tirade. “But you have a responsibility. We both do. You’re so careless. You never did want to get pregnant. Not really. It’s true, isn’t it?”

Sally held her head in her hands. Was it true? Did she not want to hear it? The question had followed him around like a lost child, only now had he let it adopt him. On that first night when she had told him, the question was in his head within the first five minutes. But the euphoria had seen it off in an instant. 

Sally lifted her head and her eyes narrowed with intent. “No. No, I didn’t want to get pregnant. But my mother wanted me to get pregnant. All my cousins did too. They told me I wouldn’t feel truly fulfilled till I had kids. Everybody said it. And you joined in, too, in your own way. One moment you didn’t care one way or the other, then it became the most important thing in the world. So I thought there was something wrong with me. God knows the world’s overpopulated as it is. But, for some reason, it was vital that I dropped a sprog.”

She was breathing heavily. If her blood pressure was high in the consulting room, it was through the car’s roof now.

Dan panicked. “I’m sorry. Please, breathe deeply. Relax.”

“No, I won’t relax. I don’t care what happens to me and the baby. I just don’t care.”

Dan stared at the road ahead. There was nothing to say after that. They were soon back on the motorway, the steady flow of early morning traffic filling the silence inside the car.

He didn’t know where they were heading. All he knew was that he had to keep driving. Maybe the act of driving would solve all their problems. They’d reach the end of the earth, fly off the end and land in some paradise where life wasn’t this complicated.

She was right though. He had become obsessed with the idea of the baby. In the last year or so, it had become his major preoccupation, nothing compared to it. He’d made the mistake of mentioning it to his friends, who’d started calling him “Hen”, as in “old mother hen”.

The impulse had started at about the time of his father’s death. It was a tragic couple of years — his mother had been consumed by cancer the year before. The doctors said his father had died of heart failure but Dan knew he’d died of a broken heart. Losing both parents had made him look at his relationship with a more critical eye. Where was it going? What did he want out of it? What would solidify their time together? Foundation stones were pointless unless a house was built on top, surely?

Shortly afterwards, Dan was visited by an overwhelming need to have a child. And it would not go away. Maybe it had turned him into a bit of a girl, but that was no excuse for Sally to behave like a she-devil. There again, he shouldn’t have bullied her. She was only trying to please him.

As he drove, he saw a baby rabbit by the side of the road, randomly hopping around, paying no attention to the line between the forest and the motorway. He wanted to stop and shoo it back to the green fields.
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ONE OF THE phones rang. Julian reached into his pocket and pulled out the vibrating one.

“Hello, Paul Davis speaking,” he said.

“Hello, Paul, it’s Stuart at the boatyard. The best I can do on the repairs is three thousand.”

Julian sighed. “As much as that?”

“You’ve got yourself a composite hull. When it ruptures, it’s expensive. And it needs another gel coating on top of the repairs.” 

Out the corner of his eye, Julian saw a message flash up on his computer. He clicked on it. It read: priority one, couple answering your description reported by doctor at Bournemouth Hospital.

His heart fluttered. He dismissed the message with a tap on the keyboard and returned his attention to the phone conversation. “Fix it, it’s fine.” And with that, Julian put his other identity, Paul, back into his pocket.

The boat was his biggest extravagance. It was a six-berth Sealine S34 that cut through the water at quite a clip, but was comfortable enough for a long voyage. He’d taken the time to fit out the interior with luxurious white upholstery and glossy, teak cupboards. There were TVs built in to the walls. He’d bought the boat with one thought uppermost — he might, one day, have to escape in it, escape as “Paul” to some far flung corner of the world.

It was moored in Dartmouth in Devon, on the south west coast. To Julian, driving down there was like piloting a time machine back to the 1950s. It was the definition of quaint, and the older he got the more he liked quaint.

It was where Julian went to be Paul. 

He had a house just outside Dartington, a nice cottage with a thatched roof. It was where he disappeared to when he needed to breathe, when living life as “Julian” got to be too much, as it increasingly did these days. Using his professional skills to create Paul was a reflex action to his first meeting with the Tong brothers. The meeting that had started it all.

He’d been at a low-rent café, where sausage, egg and grease was the only dish the clientele ever wanted. He’d waited for an informant. But he didn’t show. Instead, Ben and Frank Tong arrived, turning their noses up at the grimy decor and plastic tablecloths. They were dressed in dark suits. Ben softened his look with a white shirt, Frank didn’t deviate from the colour black.

When the brothers sat down in front of him, Julian knew what was to come. They were the type of professional gangsters who only showed themselves when they had to. Ben did all the talking. They knew plenty about him. They knew how long he’d been a police officer. They knew where he’d gone to school. They knew his favourite tipple, whisky and ginger. But, most importantly, they knew he was unhappy.

A couple of months before the meeting, he’d got drunk with an informant. Since his formal move to the new Witness Protection Unit, he hadn’t needed to maintain relationships with the criminal world. But he did so anyway. He often preferred their company. And it had proven, in one case in particular, to be helpful in combating witness intimidation. But getting drunk with an informant was not professional.

What transpired at the café with the Tongs was what amounted to a job interview. Ben and Frank wanted Julian to be one of their insiders, and an advisor, for which they would pay him handsomely. When they had first put forth their proposal, Julian had wanted to present them with a look of shock, a show of indignation. But what was the point? Better to be strong. Show them he knew his own mind. If he was going to work with these people, he needed to appear to be wilful.

A plan he’d been formulating for a while came to mind. He would create a second identity, run all the funds he earned from the brothers through secret, offshore accounts, making it look like they belonged to people in the Witness Protection Scheme. The scheme’s need for security, an independent computer network, and minimal paperwork, would play into his hands. Nobody would ever know.

And he deserved to be wealthy. Yes, he did. Bankers received fortunes in bonuses, despite dragging the country to its knees. But unlike bankers, he’d provided a valuable service to people for years. And what did he have to show for it? A poxy little pension.

The demand and supply argument made Julian laugh. He thought they should embrace it fully in the police force. The next time a witness needed protection, Julian should withhold his services till a proper fee was negotiated. What was the going price for saving somebody’s life? The cost of a banker’s bonus? More than he got paid by the Crown, that was for sure.

So saying yes to the Tong brothers was easy, and relatively lucrative. The money flowed in from the start. And, in the beginning, it was easy money, just as they had promised. They paid him handsomely for searching for car registration details, places of residence, discreetly altering minor details on criminal records.

But Ben’s daylight murder of a non-paying gambler brought the arrangement to a critical point. It made the laid-back, unflappable Julian nervous. This wasn’t part of the plan. His weekend escapes to Devon now didn’t go far enough. And when he did get away, the boat and the thatched cottage didn’t feel like they belonged to him. They felt like they belonged to the Tong brothers.

Slap.

The folder landed on the desk in front of him.

“Wake up. Did you see the message? That’s the Thompsons. We’re off to Bournemouth hospital. Let’s go. Go to the armoury and get two Glock 26’s. I think we’ll need them. I’ll see you in the car.”

Julian didn’t speak. He nodded and left the room.

On the way down the dark and dingy corridor, Julian took out Paul’s phone. He texted “Bournemouth Hospital. Tracking on”. Pressing send on his phone, he could almost hear the anchor ratcheting up on his boat, ready to set sail.
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SALLY’S ELBOW RESTED on the thin ledge of the passenger door, against the window. Her head leaned on her fist as it vibrated with the motion of the car. She watched the succession of trees strobe as they went by. The occasional Friesian cow passed through her field of vision. She’d always liked the countryside, but not this morning — it was monochromatic, stark.

Dan pulled the car over to a designated picnic area, the wheels snapping fallen branches.

Sally glanced at Dan. But it was difficult to make eye contact after their row, not that Dan was accepting eye contact. The car barely rolled to a stop before Dan leapt out. And this time he wasn’t walking round to the passenger side to help Sally out.

She waited a moment and watched him through the window as he sat down on one of the wooden benches. Staring out of her side of the car, she hadn’t noticed that the forest had been replaced on the other side by a beautiful valley. And on the far side of that valley was a backdrop of desaturated, rolling hills. A light fog caressed the peaks of the hills.

Dan, on his bench, appeared a forlorn, diminutive figure against the magnificent scale of this view.

She felt guilty. He’d been nothing but nice. Nobody pregnant could wish for a more supportive partner. But depression, guilt, frustration, fear had been growing with her stomach. Hormones were meant to soothe any doubts, weren’t they? Hers didn’t.

She opened the passenger door and pulled herself out of the car by gripping the roof. It was like performing a chin-up with extra weights strapped around your stomach. She trudged over to Dan.

“I’m sorry.”

Dan kept looking at the landscape. “Is it true? Don’t you care about the baby?”

“Of course I do. It’s just a mood swing. Hormones.”

“We can’t do it like this.” There was a new resolve in his voice. A certainty in the resonance of his vocal chords.

“No.”

“There’s not much fuel left. We have about ten pounds left in cash. And I’m not letting you spend another night in the car. I’m just not letting you. I’m sorry.” The mist caused by his breath billowed into the air.

She didn’t believe what she was about to say. But she would say it anyway. She might as well concoct her own reality. 

“Maybe we’ve been too careful.” She stroked his shoulder. She’d been so used to him caring for her that she’d neglected him — he might need some TLC. She gently massaged the muscles around his neck. They were tight and knotted.

“Maybe they found out where we were through luck,” she said softly. “We don’t know. Maybe that neighbour blabbed to her friends and somehow it found its way back to them.”

Could he sense her lack of conviction? She hoped not.

He looked at her, nodding hopefully. “You’re right. They probably aren’t tracking us. We’re making that assumption. We don’t know how Frank Tong found us. It’s not time to get paranoid.”

He sprung up from the bench.

“New plan, okay?” He held her shoulders. “Remember that quaint little town? Blandford Forum? And that nice hotel in the square? Where we took off for that weekend?”

She nodded and smiled, recalling a happier time when they were still the Thompsons, when they’d get in the car on a Saturday morning and drive till they found somewhere they liked. Their weekend in Blandford Forum had started a love affair with the county of Dorset.

She remembered the self-help books she’d turned to a few months ago. One said that being happy was simply a matter of thinking happy thoughts. It was no more complicated than that. So she threw herself into this game of charades, charades as facades. “Thinking about it, a hotel’s the safest place to be. It’s a public place. We’ll hang around the town, keep near people.”

“Yes.” Dan joined in. “And it would be nice to spend tonight in a clean, warm bed. You’d get some proper rest. And the baby would be safe.” He was getting excited. “And when we get there, I’ll call Max and Julian. I’ll ask them not to tell anybody else. We’ll tell them we want new identities. We’ve done it once, we can do it again. But this time we do it our way. On our terms.”

Despite her doubts, Sally found herself needing to get caught up in Dan’s vision. “I want to see my mum more than once a year. I want to phone her whenever I feel like it.”

He smiled at her. “We’ll insist on it. Even if we have to live in the smallest, out-of-the-way village, away from anybody.”

She playfully prodded his shoulder. “We’ll be in charge.”

He pulled her to him and wrapped her up in his arms. A tear slowly coursed its way down her cheek and onto her upper lip. No sooner had their words escaped into the frosty air than she lost her belief in them.

The truth, she believed, was that they were on their own and they were being hunted. It was the only truth. Sally might be confused about her feelings, but even if she couldn’t love herself or the baby, she couldn’t deny her love of Dan. It was as strong as ever. What would she do without him?
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THE ARMOURER HANDED Julian an anonymous-looking black holdall. Julian unzipped it and rummaged inside. Two reliable Glock 26 semi-automatic handguns with spare clips. Foam padding kept them from rattling around in the bag. To Julian real guns still looked like the toys he’d brandished as a kid in the playground.

He carried the bag down the grey, windowless corridor and waited for the lift to take him down to the basement car park.

If he had to draw his gun on this assignment, he wouldn’t know where to aim. In his mind’s eye he could see both Dan Thompson and Frank Tong staring at him as he raised the gun to eye level. He could see his arm swinging between the two targets. The vision had a blurry, slow-motion languor to it.

It wasn’t a portent because he knew that if it reached that stage it would be too late. He needed to make a decision. He needed a plan. But he couldn’t make either a decision or a plan. His double life had turned him into a fence sitter, trying to please everybody all the time.

Julian wondered if there was enough cop in him, when push came to shove, to arrest Frank Tong. Doing so would condemn himself to prison as well. Would Frank talk? Wouldn’t he take pride in bringing down a cop? Perhaps he would stay silent and have Julian killed by one of his associates. That sounded more like Frank Tong. 

When the decision had to be made, arresting Frank Tong would be the heroic action. But Julian wasn’t a hero.

He turned the permutations over in his head. None of them had a happy ending. He’d been thinking about reinventing himself for some time — killing Julian off and being reborn as Paul. That had always been his endgame, anyway. But that required timing and opportunity. He needed a clear road to travel that route. What was presenting itself to him now was a congested highway, hemming him in on all sides. To escape in the boat he needed a head start on the coastguard, and arousing suspicion at this stage would not give him that. No, he had to act out this scenario, play it moment by moment without a script.

The lift creaked, as it slowed down to a stop. Julian stepped in, pressed the button for the basement, and waited, as the doors closed painfully slowly.

The lift groaned on its journey down to the basement. Julian didn’t know if it was the physical effect of the descent, but his stomach turned over and over. No, it wasn’t the lift — he was nervous. It was the first assignment on which he’d had that feeling.

Out of the lift and through the doors that led to the underground vehicle compound, the greenish hue of the strip lighting only added to the nausea. 

Max was waiting by the car. “What took you so long?”

“I forgot that guns needed bullets.”

Max greeted Julian’s attempt at humour in the same way he always did, with a turning up of his nose.

Max impatiently slid into the driver’s seat and flipped the boot. Julian walked round to the back of the car and dropped the holdall into it. He watched Max for a moment, making sure he wasn’t looking in the rear view mirror. Then, using the open boot as cover, he ducked down and attached a small black metal device to the underside of the car. 

The device was no bigger than a USB flash drive and was deliberately designed to be mistaken as such. He removed the plastic covering which prevented his fingerprints, and the fibres from his clothes, clinging to it. These precautions meant that it couldn’t be traced back to him if it was discovered.

Julian straightened, his gaze fixed on the back of Max’s head. It was okay, he hadn’t noticed. Julian walked round to the passenger side and got in. Max gunned the engine and drove out of the car park at speed.

The London traffic was not at its busiest. But that still meant progress was slow. When the traffic got too congested around Western Avenue, Max used a few blasts on his siren to part the lines of cars.

Julian wondered how far Frank had got. He hoped the lunatic was well on his way to intercepting the couple. It was a cowardly thought, he knew that. But weren’t most people cowards when it came down to it? Yes, he dreamed of being reborn as Paul. But that dream would have to wait.


Chapter 45




FRANK WAS ATTACKING another canvas when he got the text message. He was excited about his latest work. He’d immersed himself in it, so much so that his peripheral vision had faded. He saw the canvas and nothing else. He even became detached from the pain in his leg. This piece was better than “The Trial”, the painting he’d abandoned. Although that canvas still stood in the corner, the eyes in it hurling daggers at his conscience and his inadequate sense of familial duty.

The source of inspiration for his latest work was the recollection of a time he’d severed the little finger of a man who had refused to pay his debt to the Tongs. In all likelihood he probably couldn’t pay it. But Frank hadn’t listened to him. It was just as well he hadn’t. Or else there’d have been no painting.

If somebody owed you money, you could take them to court, spend a fortune on lawyers, win the case and still not receive the money due. As his brother said, violence made better business sense.

Every second of the amputation Frank had carried out was now informing the creation of the painting. It was a portrait of the man’s face at the moment Frank had sawn off the little pinkie. Representations of the man’s features acted as a simplistic base — an oval for a face, a couple of circles for eyes and a line for a mouth. The finger covered all these warped features. Every knife-stroke was violent chaos.

Frank recalled his surprise, on the day of the amputation, at how twisted a set of features could become. The man’s jaw had dropped and shifted to the left, while his eyes had rolled the opposite way. Frank had never seen a face contort so much. But, astonishingly, the man had remained silent, like somebody had stolen his soundtrack. Extraordinary. 

Frank thought of himself as painting the scream that was swallowed during the amputation. The silent scream.

After another swipe at the canvas with his knife, Frank smiled that economical smile of his, barely raising the corners of his mouth. That’s when the text arrived: “Bournemouth hospital. Tracking on.” It tore him away from the painting, ruined his flow. 

He wondered if he still had it in him. Was the ruthlessness still a part of his make-up? He’d failed to extinguish the couple at their house. But that was because he was out of practise. He’d been blasé about the whole matter. He’d treated it as a stroll up memory lane. A slash here and a slash there and it would be done. He’d been thinking about the painting he’d create out of the scene. Thinking about it before the job had been completed. He’d steal some of the couple’s blood, he’d thought, and mix it in with the paint. 

He glanced over at the broadsheet newspapers he’d purchased that morning. While over-filling his body with coffee, he’d read the reviews of his exhibition. The critics were unanimous and fulsome in their praise. It was confirmation of his talent, or should have been.

With each review he’d read, Frank had heard one question repeating over and over in his head - who are they talking about?

The Daily Telegraph wrote… Whatever your view on the morality of giving a notorious villain his own exhibition in a public gallery (“ex-villain” we’re assured by the gallery’s PR), his talent is undeniable. Nobody has debuted with such force.

Who were they talking about?

The Times wrote… The viewer is almost compelled to turn away from the canvas. There’s a visceral intent not seen since Jackson Pollock. Though the work is abstract, there is an abundance of emotion. One felt guilty at admiring these works but admire them we did.

Who were they talking about?

Frank sincerely wanted to enjoy this day of triumph. But who was this Frank Tong they were talking about? It couldn’t be him. He hated the fact that they were even writing about him. How dare they. What was their agenda? He wanted to rip their Macbooks from them and use their mouths as letterboxes. After the umpteenth glowing review he threw away the newspapers in disgust.

He’d begun his current painting to quell the noise of their praise in his head. But it wasn’t enough. He needed to do the job. He needed to kill the Thompsons. That would help. Then he could return and start the painting he’d meant meant to create after dispatching the Thompsons. What would the critics think of that? Is that what they wanted? More people to get killed so he could make paintings? Murder for art’s sake?

If his leg hadn’t hurt so much, the self-loathing would have caused him to turn his forearm into a canvas, carving it up with one of the knives. To Frank, self-harming was like being an ex-smoker. You were never over it. A knife would always be tempting, like chocolate cake to a fat girl. Though the art world was forming theories about the psychology behind his work, they would never hit upon the truth. They never looked further than the end of their self-involved, upturned noses.

Frank looked at the text once more. He could pass it on to Sam Burrows. He’d do the job. And do it well.

Frank toyed with the phone in his hand, twisting it round and round between his fingers.

He put one knife down and picked up another.

The Thompsons were his favourite canvas. An unfinished one. And he hated work that was incomplete.


Chapter 46




JULIAN LOOKED AT his watch and wondered whether Frank would be far behind. He hoped he’d changed his mind altogether and stayed at home. But probably not.

Julian’s mind was working overtime. Who was he more scared of? The Tongs or the authorities? That was like saying: which was he most scared of — a Black Widow spider or a Black Mamba snake? They were different kinds of fear.

They joined the M3, crossing the county border, where Surrey became Hampshire. The scenery didn’t change — endless fields on either side of the motorway. Patchwork fields in shades of brown that did nothing to diminish the tunnel effect of the arrow-straight motorway. Max was driving as fast as he could, topping a ton —  faster than Julian wanted to be going, hurtling towards his future.

Julian thought of the two guns in the boot of the car. Regular sessions at the firing range kept him from getting rusty — or so the official line went. In reality, he’d never fired a gun in anger. And he had no idea of how his aim would be affected by having real people in his sights. Faced with his current dilemma, he was in no condition to be in charge of a firearm.

Luckily, the prevailing view in the force, though they’d never admit it in public, was that people largely understood when they heard of officers making the wrong, snap decisions in moments of crisis in the field.

The horror scenario was a gunman holding a hostage, arm locked around the neck at gunpoint, and, for the officer, knowing when to, and when not to, risk taking a shot. It surprised Julian that more officers didn’t kill both protagonists, just to end the agony of indecision. It was the deadly equivalent of a goalkeeper facing a penalty kick. No one could blame an officer, whatever the outcome, not anybody who knew the pressures. Sure, there would be an enquiry. But the officer could say he saw the gunman’s trigger finger twitch. His commanding officer would back him up as a matter of loyalty.

Julian stored that thought in a drawer in his mind labelled “dangerous fall-backs”. Yet it was one of the few scenarios he could imagine that could possibly release him from blame on both sides.

“Have you ever fired a gun on duty?” he asked Max.

Max frowned. He hadn’t heard the question. He was thinking. “I know where they’re heading.”

“Where?”

“When we were talking about making up stories, Dan Thompson told me about time they spent in a hotel in Blandford Forum. Do you remember?”

Julian nodded, recalling the warmth of Dan’s anecdote. “But we told them not to revisit old haunts.”

Max shook his head. “They’re tired, emotionally stretched. And deep down they want us to reach them.”

It was a reasonable deduction. If it was correct, Julian was in trouble. Frank wouldn’t have made the same deduction because he didn’t have the same intimate knowledge of the couple. 

Julian needed to buy some time. 

A message had to be got to Frank. If Julian could slow Max down, it would give Frank Tong time to reach the couple first and resolve the matter. Then, amid the furore, Julian could escape to his boat. It wasn’t the ideal escape plan but it would have to do.

“I agree. But it might also be a wild goose chase. We should talk to the doctor first. That’s the right thing to do. They might have said something to him.” He knew this would appeal to Max’s need to do things by the book.

Max thought about it.

“If we go to Blandford Forum and they’re not there we might lose valuable time,” Julian added.

Max took one hand off the wheel. “You’re right.”

Julian put his hand in his left pocket, where Paul’s phone was located. He ran his thumb over the phone’s facia, in order to orientate himself with the buttons. He’d never texted anybody before without looking at the phone’s display. They passed a service station. He should have asked Max to stop there. He depressed the first button twice to get a “B”, the third button on the second row twice for “l”.

This was easy.

It was only once he’d finished tapping out the message that he realised that he didn’t have Frank in the address book of his phone. He had memorised the number but he didn’t want to enter it by touch. If the message ended up in the wrong hands, it could be used as evidence. He glanced across at Max, concentrating on the road ahead, everything in his world assured and certain.

Julian took his hand off the button. How was he going to send the text without Max seeing?

                                                                 




Frank’s broken ankle began to feel numb. He’d had one of the gang acquire a car with an automatic transmission, which meant he could drive without having to use his left foot. But it was stiffening up, the pain changing from a sharp one to a dull ache. It was no less potent, despite the ultra-strong painkillers Fossett had given him.

Frank wondered about the best way to kill the Thompsons. This time he’d brought a gun with him —  a Walther P99. It fitted in the inside pocket of his black three-quarter length winter coat, but it didn’t sit comfortably. He hated the look and feel of guns. They were so impersonal. Its black and brown colour scheme reminded him of those sad people who dressed in military style clothing to do their shopping at Tesco’s.

In an outer pocket were a couple of knives — his favourite “push knife” and a switchblade. The switchblade was a Microtech Hawk with a sensuously curved blade. One press of the button and the knife sprang out from its holder like an eager child arriving at a playground.

He was hoping to use one of the knives, instead of the gun. With the semi-automatic pistol he could be as far away as fifty yards, though he wasn’t the best of shots, so half that distance would be more feasible. Therefore he might as well use the knife. Besides, you were sure somebody was dead when you used a knife. You watched life drain from their watery eyes.

The other variable was Julian Stenning, or “Paul”, or whatever he wanted to call himself. What to do about him? One of the Tong Gang had been instructed to follow Julian one weekend. He’d found out that the officer owned a boat. How about that? They were obviously paying him too much. 

Frank fancied a trip to the Caribbean.


Chapter 47




DAN AND SALLY drove into the centre of the quaint market town of Blandford Forum. As in Roman times, life in the town revolved around its market square. Local farmers stood by wooden trestle tables, protected from the wind by tarpaulins, and sold their self-produced wares. These consisted mainly of cheese, seasoned sausages, various meat joints, poultry, fruit, homemade biscuits and jam.

The hardy locals weren’t going to let a pathetic obstacle such as near-zero temperatures put them off — not on market day. Tradition ruled.

As he drove the car into the market square looking for the best parking space, Dan breathed a sigh of relief. They were among other people; a quiet, laid-back people, wearing wax jackets, or quilted anoraks, with woollen jumpers poking out from underneath, as layered barriers against the chill.

Sally had fallen asleep for the last leg of their journey. Occasionally, Dan would glance at the bump to make sure her breathing was regular and steady. These furtive glances became more frequent, despite there being no evidence of a change.

A parking space was available next to the shops. He backed into it so he overlooked the middle of the square. 

It was 1 p.m. 

Locals examined the produce before buying. They obviously liked to have the final say on whether an apple was truly ripe, rolling it around in their hands, squeezing it.

Dan didn’t want to disturb Sally. She looked so peaceful. Instead, he sat back and continued to observe life in this idyllic town. Even the shops here seemed different. The shop windows were more homely, like pictures of people’s front rooms that just happened to feature goods for sale. And you knew you were in the country because there was a shop you never saw in cities. It was called “Country Sports” and stocked fishing equipment, sturdy walking boots, heavy duty outdoor apparel and guns.

Dan had never seen a shop selling guns. You wouldn’t see it in London or any big city in the UK. Surely they didn’t just hand them over the counter.

Sally’s breathing briefly turned staccato as she opened her eyes.

“Good sleep?”

Sally stretched and looked around, surprised by her surroundings. “We’re here,” she yawned.

“I didn’t want to wake you.”

“It’s as pretty as ever.” She beamed at the town and at the memories of their previous visits. “Shall we check in?”

The Forum Hotel was decorated in a faux Tudor style but, in this setting, you could forgive the crass attempt to snaffle the tourists.

The woman at the reception desk greeted them in that ubiquitous receptionist’s voice, the oscillating rhythm of which she must have thought was a sign of her professionalism. She’d be shocked if you told her it sounded false. But, in this setting, even that was sweet.

“Hello. Welcome to The Forum Hotel. How can I help you?”

Dan was more relaxed than he’d been in a long time. The muscles across his chest slackened and he all but bounced up to the desk. “We’d like a room, please.”

“Certainly, sir. For the two of you? Or should I say three?” The receptionist was pleased with her little quip. Dan and Sally smiled. “What name is it, sir?”

Dan hesitated. He tilted his head at Sally. Her grin lifted his spirits. Their heads bowed towards each other, till their foreheads were touching. They both chuckled, releasing the pressure that had been building up. They currently had three identities on the go. Pick a name, any name.

“The name’s ‘Thompson.’” It felt good to use their real name. “Dan and Sally Thompson.” Sally raised her eyebrows and smiled approvingly.

“Thank you, sir. If you could just sign.” Dan took the card. He momentarily paused while he recalled his old signature, the muscles in his fingers slowly adjusting to the curls and swirls of an old friend. Dan handed the card back to the receptionist, then turned to Sally. “Let’s get you some proper rest.”

The receptionist handed them a card key 

“I feel like I’m on holiday again.” Sally linked her arm with his as they went to leave.

“Sorry, sir, I just need your credit card for authorisation, to act as a deposit,” the receptionist called after them.

To prevent himself from hesitating again, Dan made a point of whipping out his wallet and slapping the card on the desk in one motion. The receptionist slotted it into the card reader and handed it back to him to insert his PIN number.

There was a pause while the card connected to the bank’s computer. Sally rubbed his arm. He refused to think of the electronic messages his card was triggering as it made its way through the system.

At the machine’s behest, he entered his number. He was past caring.


Chapter 48




“WHAT WOULD YOU say was their state of mind?” Max asked the doctor. Julian barely heard him, he was preoccupied by the view of the car park, turning back to it at every opportunity.

“I didn’t see them for long. But they didn’t look like they’d had much sleep. And they were obviously nervous.”

Max wrote it down. He wrote everything down in that infernal notebook of his. Julian wanted to snap it shut. Instead, he toyed with the mobile phone in his pocket, his fingers restlessly sliding over its raised buttons.

Max peered at the doctor, in a way that made the most innocent of witnesses feel they were under investigation. “Did they give any hint of where they were heading?”

His manner annoyed the doctor. “No. Nothing. But find her. She needs to be checked out.”

“Which way did the car head out of the car park?”

“I don’t know.”

Max upped the pressure on the doctor, tilting his head and pointedly pronouncing his syllables. “Think, man. Think. Was there any sign at all of which way they were going?”

Julian began walking down the corridor.

Max swivelled on his heels. “Where are you going?”

Julian didn’t stop. He called over his shoulder: “I need the gents.” He kept walking, his footsteps echoing on the hard hospital floor.

He passed a sign pointing in various directions to Accident & Emergency, Paediatrics, Out-patients. At the end of the extended corridor, Julian found the toilets. He swept into the gents and straight into a cubicle, elbowing the door aside. He took out his mobile and checked the text he’d composed in the car: “Blandford Forum — hotel in square”. He entered Frank Tong’s number and hit “send”. He waited. 

Nothing but the rotating egg time icon. He noticed that his phone wasn’t picking up a signal. This was too much, even for his phlegmatic temperament. He thumped the cubicle door.

On leaving the gents he marched back down the corridor. Halfway down he took the phone out of his pocket, but kept it cradled discreetly in his hand. The signal indicator rose to one bar. He pressed “send” again.

He looked at the phone. Text appeared on the screen: “failed to send message”. He put the phone back into his pocket and continued walking. Covertly, he pressed “send” again.

“Let’s go.” Max had appeared from round the corner. “The doctor was useless.”

The cold hit Julian as they emerged through the revolving door — from the sweltering hospital into the winter chill.

Julian’s head darted from side to side. He turned the phone over in his pocket. He pressed “send” again. Had the message gone through this time? He didn’t dare check without an excuse.

They drove out of the hospital car park.

“We shouldn’t have stopped to talk to the doctor. We shouldn’t.”

Julian knew that Max wanted affirmation of his by-the-book decision and that it would annoy him if he didn’t receive it. So Julian said nothing. Max glared at him, his heavy eyebrows lowering over his eyes.

They turned left on the roundabout, then up the slip road that took them to the motorway. As the roads merged, Julian glanced in the side mirror. A succession of cars were trundling along, around the speed limit of seventy miles an hour. Most were drifting into the outer lanes, giving Max and Julian’s car room to join the motorway. Except for one. It was using the other drivers’ politeness to overtake illegally on the inside. To Julian’s horror, he recognised the car and the driver. 

It was Frank Tong.

Max was concentrating on the road ahead. But soon he would have to glance at his rear view mirror to merge onto the motorway.

Julian had to decide whether to try and distract his attention. But if he said something, maybe Max would look over in his direction, and then beyond, to the car that was only slightly behind them now.

Julian had to do something.

His first thought was to pull on the handbrake. But that would send them into a dangerous spin and possibly launch them down the steep bank at the side of the road. And how would he explain that afterwards?

He had to think quickly.

“Jesus, watch out.” Julian grabbed the steering wheel and yanked it hard left.

The tyres squealed. The car behind swerved to avoid them, as they slid towards the emergency hard shoulder. Luckily, Max automatically lifted his foot from the accelerator.

He screamed at Julian, “What the hell are you doing?”

Julian lifted his hand from the wheel and Max resumed control, bringing them to a gentle stop on the hard shoulder of the motorway. The driver behind honked at them with an extended blast of his horn.

“Are you crazy? What did you do that for?”

“You didn’t see the car next to us. You were going to hit it.”

Max leaned against his door, opening up his body as if challenging Julian. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m sorry, but you were,” However absurd his action, Julian knew that once you embarked on a lie, you had to go with it. He stared at Max with absolute conviction. “You were drifting all over the place. I don’t know — you were thinking about the case too much, I suppose. You need a break. Do you want me to drive? Would that help?”

Julian had sowed enough doubt in Max’s mind. Or was it that he just trusted his colleague. “No, I’ll drive. I’m fine.”

“I’d better check there’s no damage.”

Julian opened his door. As he stepped out the draft from high speed traffic buffeted him. On his way round the vehicle he looked at his phone. The text message to Frank had been transmitted.

If the Thompsons were in Blandford Forum, Frank would reach them first. But would it be enough?


Chapter 49




SALLY COULDN’T SLEEP. Her fitful naps in the car had confused her body. Or confused it even more, as pregnancy had already bamboozled it beyond comprehension. Her body clock paid no attention to normal waking hours. It scoffed at them, offering up a prescient warning to Sally of what life would be like with a newborn. 

And now, her left eye had started twitching. Imperceptible to the outsider but she could sense it, and it was irritating.

Dan had taken a shower while she’d tried to sleep. A good idea. She took one, too. The water cleared away the stickiness from every nook of her body. She ran her hands over her bloated stomach quickly, as if she could fool herself into believing it wasn’t there. The warmth of the water reached layers of her skin a car heater could not.

She emerged from the bathroom feeling brand new. “Can we go for a coffee?”

Dan had his mobile phone lying in the palm of his hand. He stared at it like it was an offensive weapon under somebody else’s control.

“Of course we can,” he said.

“You haven’t called them yet, have you?” It wasn’t an accusation, more a statement of understanding. It could be the change of scenery — the orderliness of the hotel room, with its turned down bed linen and fluffy white bathroom towels — but it was the first time since their first change of identity that she felt they were in this together.

“No, I haven’t.”

“We don’t have to. Let’s just go for a drink. Take a break from this craziness.”

Dan picked up his coat. “Come on, let’s go to that little tea shop on the corner of the square, where they drench your coffee in cinnamon.”

They left the hotel to be greeted by a market that was a blanket of grey, green and brown winter clothing, functional togs worn by the locals. Crowds of shoppers shuffled from one market stall to the next. The older shoppers hung back, waiting for the bargains that would come later in the day, watching the fresh produce wilt until it needed either to find a shopping bag or be binned.

Their favourite tea shop stood on the corner. It was run by two ladies in their sixties who tried to keep up with modern trends by offering a panoply of different coffees — cappuccinos, lattes, mochas and so on. They’d tried to add their own twist by sprinkling cinnamon on cappuccinos as standard. You had to beg them not to add it, because they insisted it tasted better.

The sun came out. 

And though it never rose high in the sky at this time of year, it did make the square warm and bright — Sally counted four degrees as warm compared to their recent experience with the weather. It was warm enough to persuade them both to sit at one of the rickety tables positioned outside on the cobbled pavement.

“How’s the coffee? Not too sweet?”

Sally took a sip. She’d asked for extra cinnamon, much to the owners’ delight.

“I think you have to be pregnant to appreciate the drinks here,” she giggled. She felt another twinge. The pains in her stomach were persistent, but she’d learnt to absorb them without letting on to Dan that they even existed.

She watched him survey the square. He said, “I think this place is as pretty in the winter as it is in the summer. I like the way the morning dew never disappears from the grass and the sun makes it glisten.” They might have been any two tourists bewitched by the natural beauty of Dorset. “It’s as if nothing’s changed since we were here last.”

Dan’s faint smile was a reminder that things had changed. It was another of his unconscious reminders to her that she was pregnant and she’d better accept it before the baby popped out.

“Perhaps we should settle here,” said Dan. “Rent a little cottage.”

“Good idea. And we could start a business. Open a riding school in the forest.”

“What do we know about horses?”

“When I was a little girl I always wanted a horse.”

“If it’s a girl, we’ll open a riding school. If the baby’s a boy we’ll open a… I don’t know, a karate school.”

Again, the baby. She watched him cast his eyes to the ground. He knew what he’d done. There was no point in Sally mentioning it, or scalding him, or pretending she didn’t have her fears. They both went quiet. The muted bustle of the shoppers filled the gap in their conversation.

She wanted to reassure Dan, but she couldn’t. That would be insincere. She wanted to promise that her state of mind would improve after the birth. But she knew herself that she would make a terrible mother. She didn’t need a doctor to tell her that.

And as the often visited thought roamed freely in her mind, a silver Audi A4, unseen by both her and Dan, entered the square.


Chapter 50




FRANK PARKED THE car. The broken ankle was stiffer than ever. Dragging it out of the car, it bounced off the door frame and sent another shard of pain up his shin. But he was learning to love fending off these moments of torture, and they inconvenienced him only for a brief amount of time.

He pirouetted on his good foot to survey the town. He hated the slowness of the place, the unhurried chocolate-box charm. One building stood out — the hotel that was a centrepiece of the square. They must be very tired, the poor couple, driving non-stop from north to south. They were sure to have checked in.

 “Can I help you, sir?” The unctuous receptionist greeted him with an unnaturally bright smile. Her gaze darted towards his limp, then moved away as quickly, embarrassed at her own inquisitiveness.

“Yes, you can.” He could do it with an effort. He could be what the rest of the world called “pleasant”. He remembered how. It took some effort, but he smiled. “I’m looking for a couple. She’s heavily pregnant. Have they booked a room here?”

The receptionist looked at him askance, the smile replaced with open-mouthed uncertainty. What was wrong with her? He’d been civil. He took a police ID card from his inside pocket and flashed it at her. “They’re involved in a fraud.”

The receptionist became flustered. He knew she was one of those who wouldn’t check the ID too closely. Instead, she blushed and dived straight into the hotel’s computer system to recall the guests’ identities.

“Yes, sir. We did have a couple check in. I’m just looking for their name.”

“What room number?” Her hands tapped away at the keyboard. “Come on, quicker,” he snapped.

Her hands shook as they skimmed the keys.

“Are they in their room now?”

“No, they went out… It’s Thompson. Mr and Mrs Thompson. They’re in room twenty-six.”

But Frank was already hobbling out of the hotel. Through the front doors, he paused on the top step, which had a good overview of the market square. It was busy. The people were mainly old, moving at a snail’s pace. But there were plenty of them. The Thompsons were somewhere close. He could sniff their naivety. They’d been driving for hours and she was eight months pregnant. They wouldn’t have gone far.

He descended the steps, limped at a brisk pace through stalls of homemade cheeses, past the odious stench of fish, and a selection of biscuits made with honey from bees that were hived in the maker’s garden. Frank decided that he liked bees. They had life sorted. Bees stung and died. They didn’t sentimentalise life, unlike these folk. Frank felt like contemptuously swiping away their smug displays with his fist but, instead, checked the faces of people taking these goods seriously.

His leg began feeling the cold, aching like hell. The walk wasn’t helping. This pain was harder to love when it constantly jabbed at him. But he wouldn’t be worn down. Even though the sun had come out, there was a chill breeze. It made his leg feel like a joint of meat in a freezer. As the pain in his leg increased, the more bitter and twisted his thoughts became. 

Fuck his painting. Fuck his brother. Fuck the Thompsons. Fuck everything in this world. He was going to kill them and he was going to do it in broad daylight. Why not? He grabbed a handful of painkillers from his pocket — three times the recommended dose — and swallowed them in one go.

Killing the Thompsons would make everything in his life better. Even the pain in his leg. The critics’ unanimous praise for his exhibition couldn’t soothe him. It left him cold. He didn’t need those stuck-up wankers telling him he was a good painter. He knew it. And he didn’t care. It was painting. There were limits to the pleasure of painting.

A man carried a baby on his back in one of those rucksack carriers. Frank wanted to drag the baby from it and dash its brains out — show the father how the smugness in his own ability to procreate could be dismissed in seconds. The bloke probably only had the kid because of his vanity, or as somebody to care for him in his old age. Pathetic. Pointless. Futile.

He looked left and right. Nothing. They wouldn’t be walking around the market, would they? More likely they went into a pub or a café for some food and drink, the poor lambs.

He came to the edge of the market stalls. He could only see two sides of the square. Not a pub or café in sight.

Emerging on the other side of a row of market stalls, he whipped his neck left and right, then fixed it at thirty degrees, into the eyes of a familiar face. 

The face of Dan Thompson. 

He was staring straight at him. Frank watched the man’s face transformed by fear. His pupils dilated, his jaw dropped. Frank grinned. This time the corners of his mouth turned up with ease.


Chapter 51




DAN GRABBED SALLY’S hand and yanked her up out of the rickety chrome chair. Her stomach toppled the table, taking with it the crockery, which smashed as it hit the pavement. She nearly overbalanced onto the upturned table, righting herself at the last moment.

Sally shrieked at him: “What are you doing?”

 A local couple at the next table turned their heads away, fearing a marital tiff.

Dan kept one eye on Frank, who was heading towards them. Though people crossed in front of him, Frank’s eyes never wavered. A familiar fear, reinforced by the memory of their last battle, froze the water in Dan’s eyes. Or that’s how it felt. “We have to go. Now.”

“Why?”

But an answer wasn’t necessary. Sally saw Frank. He was walking like an elderly man carrying a heavy bag of shopping. But the intent was not that of a stricken man. A young couple walked into his path and were summarily shoved out of the way.

Dan dragged Sally along the fringes of the market. There was no side street to escape down. The shops hemmed them in on one side, the market stalls on the other. One option was to rush headlong into the market, where they could hope to get lost in the crowd of shoppers. But that’s also where Frank was. They’d have to rush down the aisle next to him in order to pass by.

Dan pulled harder on Sally’s arm, so hard that he must have been on the verge of ripping it from its socket. It felt wrong to treat his pregnant wife like an opponent in a tug-of-war contest. But he had to if they were to stay alive. 

Sally tried to jog. But she couldn’t keep up with him. Her legs would not follow her arm, however hard Dan pulled on it. Their motion turned into a series of lurches.

Another tactic was required, Dan thought. Sally would have to lead the way. All Dan could do was provide a barrier between her and Frank and hope that she would run as fast as she could.

He pushed Sally in front of him. “I’m right behind you.”

Was Frank armed this time? If Frank was going to take a shot, the bullet would stop with him.

Dan’s demeanour darkened. The skin on his cheeks shot south. Sally couldn’t set the pace. She was tired after ten yards. Her will wasn’t strong enough. Dan intermittently pushed her. She was on the verge of tears, manifestly disturbed by her inability to accelerate when their lives depended on it.

Dan looked over his shoulder. He looked again.

Frank was some thirty yards in the rear now. But he was struggling. His injured leg didn’t leave the ground as it was dragged along, scraping the pavement. But he was close enough to them for Dan to see his expression. The stare was even more piercing than last time. The head was bowed with the extreme effort he was putting in, he was almost looking through his eyebrows at them.

Despite his handicap, Frank was gaining: slowly, but gaining nonetheless.

Sally stopped. Dan glanced over his shoulder at Frank. Then back at Sally, doubled up, hands on knees. Then back at Frank. In truth he didn’t know which way to face, he was sick with worry, sick with the responsibility.

Dan overtook his wife and grabbed her hand again. He pulled hard, wrenching her already sore tendons, making her squeal. But they couldn’t stop. Then Dan saw what looked like foam gather around her mouth, like a rabid dog. The foam turned to liquid as it dripped and fell from her mouth as she ran. She whined like a pet tortured by a previously faithful owner.

He put his arm around her and urged her on. It was the slowest way but the only way. Tears escaped his eyes as he feared he was dragging what was slowly mutating into a corpse. Two corpses. 

There were two exigences. One was to outrun Frank. The other was to keep his wife alive. But fleeing was making Sally worse. The colour was flushing from her cheeks. She was as grey and grim as a snow cloud.

Then he heard a yelp, like the cry of a wild animal caught in the sharp prongs of a bear trap. Frank fell.

Dan pulled harder on his wife’s arm. His sensitivity was waning. He had to be harsh to keep her and the baby alive. Where was their escape route? He looked around and saw the “Country Sports” shop. He knew what he had to do. He had no choice. The thought disgusted him but he had to do it.

Dan burst through the door and into the shop. 

The bemused shopkeeper watched as Dan lowered Sally to the floor, propping her up against the wall. What looked like her own vomit dribbled onto her floral print shirt. Strings of the stuff hung down, clinging to her chin and her shirt collar. She looked like a baby who had missed her mouth with the entire dinner. And she seemed to have trouble looking in one place with her eyes. They flitted around without a focal point to land on.

“Look at me, Sally. Please, look at me.” His voice was shaky.

Sally couldn’t focus her eyes on him. She couldn’t focus them anywhere.


Chapter 52




“IS EVERYTHING ALL right?” The shopkeeper had a gruff voice. Too many years on the cigars.

Dan straightened. “I need a gun.”

 “What about your wife?”

Dan didn’t need anybody to question him. His usual polite manners would have to take a running jump. “I need a gun right now. How much?”

But the man wasn’t to be hurried. “What type of gun do you need?”

Dan assessed the gent. He was in his mid-fifties, dressed in a fawn corduroy shirt and olive corduroy trousers with a pot belly. He was an inappropriate accomplice to Dan’s need for speed in this situation. “I don’t know what type of gun. I don’t know anything about guns. But I need one right now.”

“Shouldn’t you look after your wife first?” The man drew himself up to his full height, all of five foot six, and put his hands into the pocket of his wax waistcoat.

“Please. There’s a man trying to kill me and my wife.”

The shopkeeper winced at what he obviously thought to be an outrageous lie. Who was this mad man before him? He reached into his pocket for his mobile.

“Call the police, yes,” said Dan. “But I need a gun first. Give me a gun.”

Dan looked up at the array of guns displayed in the glass cabinet behind the man. They were mainly rifles or maybe they were shotguns, Dan didn’t know the difference. A couple of handguns also. Very thick glass provided a probably impenetrable barrier between them and the customers. There was a lock keeping the two panes from sliding open.

“Just give me the keys. That’s all you have to do. And show me how to use one. Just in case. I don’t want to use it. But I need to know how to.”

The man glanced at the door towards the rear of the shop. Dan strode over to block his escape, penning him in behind his counter.

“Please, just give me the keys. Please.”

The man shook his head defiantly.

Dan looked over at his wife. She was pale and sucking in deep breaths. He extended his gaze to the shop window. He could see Frank struggling to his feet.

Dan didn’t know how to be physically aggressive. He had no skills in that department. He’d thought about learning a martial art as a kid but self-defence lessons seemed to involve taking a beating regularly. He wished he’d taken them now. Only his pregnant wife had saved him from Frank Tong.

“Please, please give me the keys.”

The portly man’s nostrils flared in contempt.

Beyond the window, Frank was on his feet, moving slower than ever. He was looking around and obviously hadn’t seen them enter the shop. But it was only a matter of time before he found them. The market square wasn’t that big.

Dan had no choice.

He moved behind the shop’s counter. The shopkeeper didn’t back away and obviously didn’t feel threatened. Dan guessed that he probably kept the keys to the cabinet in his waistcoat.

Dan clawed at one of the pockets. The man pushed him away. Dan tried another, with the same outcome.

This time Dan lunged at the man, sending him to the floor. The man’s podgy face crumpled as it absorbed the landing. His baggy features, lolling in this vulnerable position, made him look like a 5-year-old instead of a 55-year-old.

But for once in his life, Dan didn’t have time to sympathise or apologise. He scrambled to his feet and put his size ten shoe across the man’s throat.

“Move and I crush your windpipe.” Dan hoped he sounded convincing. He glanced over at Sally’s face. She was wide-eyed, shocked at the words coming out of her husband.

The man moved his head from side to side. His neck swivelled on a point, held central by Dan’s foot. Dan pushed down to stop him.

“Please don’t make me do that. Please.” Dan was willing him not to. “Where are the keys? Tell me.”

The shopkeeper fumbled around in his waistcoat, till he found the small bunch of keys. He held them out to Dan, at arms length. 

Dan snatched them.

He kept one eye on the shopkeeper as he put the key into the lock of the glass door. It opened, but he had no idea what to do next. Which gun was he supposed to select? And how the hell did he load and fire one?

He looked at the shopkeeper, who had propped himself up on his elbow and was rubbing his neck. “Which one do I need? Which one’s the easiest?”

“Don’t expect me to tell you,” the man sputtered.

Dan picked up a handgun on the basis that the smaller a gun was, the easier it must be to handle.

He glanced out the window. No sign of Frank.

“I need bullets.”

“I’d imagine so.” The man was still stretching his neck, gulping to revive his windpipe.

“Which bullets fit this gun?” Dan raised the gun above his head, as if he was about to pistol whip the shopkeeper. “Tell me.”

“You’ll need a clip for that gun. There’s one in the third drawer down.”

Dan slid open the drawer, took the only box in there out, and laid it on the counter. He opened the box and took what he presumed was a clip out of it. He held the gun in one hand and the clip in the other, two objects completely foreign to him. “How do I attach the two?”

The shopkeeper hesitated.

“I can hurt you, with or without a loaded gun. And I will hurt you.” Dan didn’t know where the words and the forceful delivery came from, but they came quite easily now. Compunction was waving goodbye.

“There’s a small lever towards the back.”

Dan found it, pulled it and the existing, empty clip fell to the floor with a clatter. He examined the slot underneath and clumsily pushed the new clip in, till it clicked.

“Where’s the safety catch? I know all guns have one. Where is it?”

The shopkeeper looked terrified. Dan didn’t have time to explain that he couldn’t be any more scared than Dan himself. He had no experience of firearms, they were anathema to him. He gawped at it in the palm of his hand. It looked so plastic and innocuous. But it could wipe out a human life with one squeeze. The thought made him shudder.

“The safety is the slider on the side. Pull it back until it clicks, then let go.”

Dan went to do it but couldn’t. The first time, his hand slid off the gun. The second time, his hand trembled. If he couldn’t keep his hand steady enough to release the safety, how was he going to shoot straight?


Chapter 53




THEY DROVE INTO the square, crawling along, Julian scanning one side of the car, Max the other.

In Julian’s view was the market, its bunting flapping in the breeze. 

But something was up. He couldn’t quite tell what.

He had to look twice, had to peer beyond the foreground of shoppers at stalls. People were moving unnaturally, avoiding something or someone. There was a small commotion in the distance, too far away to be heard. He watched a man slowly rise to his feet in the centre of the market. He wobbled, then pushed away an elderly gent who tried to assist him. Julian knew who it was. Nobody in this part of the world would be as ill-mannered as that.

What was Frank doing? He hadn’t found the Thompsons yet, that was for sure. Shit.

“See anything?” asked Max.

“No. Nothing.”

Max was assiduously covering his side of the road, with its shop frontages, his eyes darting around, too busy to look Julian’s way.

“Park next to the hotel. There’s spaces outside,” Julian suggested. The hotel was at the opposite end of the square from the ruckus. It brought Julian a moment’s respite. His heart felt like it was bouncing around his body. It was time to make that decision. Or was it already too late? Outwardly he appeared calm, he knew that. He always did. Inwardly, his indecision, his reliance on making it up as he went along, was taking its toll.

They got out the car and entered the hotel. Max took out his ID and thrust it at the receptionist, who started giggling. That annoyed him and he glared at her. He liked people to respect authority. 

Julian stifled a smirk, the boy in him wanted to play, wanted to delay the inevitable. And she was an attractive woman. He wanted to appreciate her looks instead of the fix he was in. But he couldn’t maintain the interest.

Max laid both hands on the reception desk. “What’s so funny?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many policemen in Blandford Forum. Are you looking for the pregnant lady and her husband?”

Max shifted uneasily. “Yes, we are. Who else is looking for them?”

“Another policeman.”

“What did he look like?”

“Quite stern. He had a limp.”

Max’s voice hardened. “Where did they go? The pregnant woman and the man?”

“He asked the same thing.” Her receptionist’s smile, as ironed as her uniform, refused to leave her face.

Max raised his voice. “Just tell me, you foolish girl. People’s lives are at stake.”

The receptionist’s eyes filled with water.

Max was unsympathetic.  “Where? Where did he go?”

“I don’t know. Out into the square.”

Max turned three sixty and headed for the mahogany double doors. Julian hesitated. Reluctantly, he followed his boss, five steps behind.

At the top of the steps to the hotel, they heard a scream. It was faint but distinct and sharp. It was impossible to hear from which direction it came. Max scurried down the steps.

Julian deliberately lagged behind. This was it. No time to think now. Another scream rang out, more piercing than the first. Max pushed and shoved his way past shoppers, who stood and pondered the disturbance.

Julian decided he’d better keep up with Max. He knew that not taking part in the chase was the most suspicious action he could take. He started running.

Max was clearing a path for the two of them.

Julian tried to leaf through his options. But it was a blank book. It was as if his mind was trying to protect him by blocking possible decisions, blanking them from his conscious. It refused to let him make a decision.

Faces in the crowd flashed by: confused, innocent faces.

Max stopped and spun around. In which direction should he run next? The second scream was louder, but echoed in the square, rebounding off the stone buildings. There were no more indicators than that. People weren’t looking in the direction of the noise anymore. They were more concerned with the two people rushing through the crowd in their immediate vicinity.

If something was happening, it wasn’t happening in the police officers’ immediate area. Julian closed his eyes for a second. He was on his boat, the gentle wash caressing the sides of the hull. He opened them again. Max was staring at him.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Trying to listen.” He couldn’t tell Max that the only thing he could hear was the argument inside his own head.

Another scream flew around the market square, louder than the others.


Chapter 54




“BACK OFF, OR I shoot.”

Dan was pointing the gun at Frank. But it didn’t seem to have the desired effect. Frank wasn’t scared — if anything, it was a source of wry amusement.

“I know how to fire it.” But the words were thin, reedy. Dan couldn’t even convince himself with them, never mind the hardened criminal facing him.

To Dan’s surprise, Frank nodded. Was he acknowledging the threat or mocking Dan?

Dan inched his way out of the shop. Frank took steps backwards but refused to put his hands in the air. That would be an act of surrender. And Frank, Dan guessed, was not the sort to surrender. What must it be like not to be afraid of a gun? Not to fear death?

Ten yards away spectators either turned and ran or stood transfixed. Dan knew he mustn’t look away from Frank. Any lapse in concentration could be fatal. “Back. Back.”

Frank complied. But each time Dan issued his instruction, Frank only took one or two steps back. And with a terrible smirk on his face.

Dan wanted to look at his wife, evaluate her medical condition as best he could. He risked a quick glance before returning his eyes to Frank. It wasn’t long enough see how poorly she was. How could he ask more of her? He leaned close to her ear and whispered. 

“The car’s not far away. Are you up to one more dash?” 

In his peripheral vision he saw Sally nod at him without faltering. That didn’t mean she was up to it. The wet vomit still clinging to her shirt was testament to that. But they had no choice. 

He took her hand. “Go!”

They went as fast as they could, which, in Sally’s condition, was no more than a jog. Dan had time to look over his shoulder.

He waved the gun at Frank, who was hobbling after them, pursuing them regardless of the pain, regardless of the weapon being waved at him, and dragging his useless leg behind him.

Dan knew he should shoot into the air to deter his pursuer, but he couldn’t. He’d had too many years of being an upstanding citizen, too many childhood years of parents telling him to respect the difference between right and wrong. He’d always been grateful for his solid upbringing, until now, when they were being chased by a man who was unencumbered by such a history.

The shortest way to their car was back through the market. It was also the busiest. Maybe they could shake off Frank.

As Frank temporarily disappeared from view behind a couple of shoppers desperately trying to get out of the way, Dan glanced at Sally. She was paler than ever. He kept a firm grip on her hand, as if by doing so his energy could be transferred to her diminished reserves.

They ran, stumbled and pushed their way through the crowd. Sally stopped and bent over. Dan waited. She took a deep breath, straightened, and began jogging again.

Dan glanced over his shoulder. In his frustration, Frank had taken out his knife and was slashing at people who got in his way, treating them like overgrown vines in a jungle. Luckily, people reacted to the commotion before they could become a hindrance. 

One elderly lady with curly white hair was too slow to avoid Frank’s swinging blade. Her legs crumpled. She sank to her knees, with blood seeping through her fleece-lined raincoat.

Frank’s tactics were working. Fewer people were getting in his way.

Sally slowed, gasping for air. But Frank was gaining on them. 

As Dan and Sally bumped their way through more people, Dan glimpsed the car, their car, tantalisingly close.

But they wouldn’t reach it before Frank caught up with them. He was too close.

There was a rubbish skip ten yards in front, its iron sides reassuringly solid. Dan dragged Sally behind it, using it as cover, and to steady his hand in aiming. He pointed the gun at Frank, using both hands, one as a cradle for the other, just like he’d seen in those US cop shows.

Frank stopped.

Dan looked down the short barrel at Frank. He slowed his breathing to keep the criminal in the middle of the sights. But Frank’s form kept wobbling. He had stopped running and was stationary. It was Dan’s hand that was moving, shaking. Dan wondered how people aimed these things with any accuracy. He remembered hearing about how you compensate for the kickback. Or was that just with shotguns? Should he aim lower? Higher? The legs, just to wound him? At his head, to end this thing for ever? The head seemed small. And there were so many people around, if he didn’t hit Frank, which was likely, he would hit an innocent bystander.

In protecting himself, his wife and unborn child, he might kill somebody else. How could he justify that? Everybody was somebody’s child.

Maybe Frank wouldn’t move and they could reach the car with him still rooted to the spot.

But the car was still twenty yards away.

And Frank had started moving again, very slowly. But he was creeping towards them. He held the knife down by his side, not trying to hide it, but making it look like an extension of his arm.

Dan thought about issuing a warning to him again. But it was obvious that Frank didn’t believe him the first time, and wouldn’t the second time.

He had to shoot or face the consequences.

His hands shook uncontrollably. He couldn’t control his breathing anymore. If he fired, the bullet from his gun would travel on an unpredictable journey. The more he thought about it, the less confidence he had.

And still Frank came towards him.

Behind him, Dan could hear Sally taking big gasps, desperately trying to suck in the oxygen content of the air. He dared to glance at her. Her eyes fluttered and closed.

Dan looked at Frank, then the faces of some of the shoppers paralysed by fear, or curiosity, or who knew what. 

Get out of the way. 

Somebody was going to get killed if he fired the gun. He hoped it would be Frank.


Chapter 55




THE GUNSHOT REVERBERATED around the square. Instead of looking in its direction, Julian watched his colleague.

“The other side,” barked Max. And with that he ran faster than ever through the market. Julian followed close behind. 

As the soles of his shoes clattered on the cobbles, Julian hoped the deed had been done. He didn’t mind who was dead as long as somebody was. “Wounded” meant complications, on either side. It was a shocking thought, but he had to be practical.

People helped show them where the incident was taking place with their own fear — running in the opposite direction. The young outran the old, a group of school kids were fastest, dropping text books. An elderly couple in their eighties bemoaned their lack of speed by complaining about the children of today having no manners. A woman with a child in a buggy used it to ram her way through slower traffic.

The crowds parted in a v-shape with the main protagonists at the angle.

Max drew his gun. Julian thought about it but left his holstered. Better not to, in case he felt the temptation to fire it as a quick fix. Would it look odd if he didn’t draw the gun? No, he’d say he wanted to diffuse the situation.

The stampede cleared enough for Julian to see the situation unfolding. He saw Dan pointing a gun at Frank, who was still walking towards him, as if Dan were aiming a daffodil.

Julian saw Dan jerk his head back and heard a cracking sound as he fired another shot. It ricocheted against the cobblestones but missed Frank.

“Stop,” Max screamed. “Stop firing.”

Dan saw them both and briefly half waved. But his obvious pleasure was soon gone when he realised that Frank was still walking towards him.

Max and Julian were barely forty yards away now. So Max aimed his weapon even as he ran. He wouldn’t get off an accurate shot while bobbing up and down. Julian wondered whether he should draw his weapon now? Should he fire first? Was this his opportunity? But fire at who?

Frank kept walking with that single-mindedness Julian knew well.

“Frank Tong, armed police. Stand where you are or I shoot. Put your hands in the air,” Max shouted.

Frank turned his head but didn’t put his hands in the air.

Max and Julian stopped running. If anybody wouldn’t hesitate in firing it would be Max, Julian thought.

“This is your last warning,” Max cried.

An obviously relieved Dan stared at the weapon in his hand in disbelief. Maintaining his aim on Frank, Max called to Dan. “You too, Mr Thompson, put the gun down.”

Dan gratefully, and carefully, laid the gun down on the ground, then dashed to his wife, who was slumped next to the dirty refuse bags.

“Drop the knife.” Max pointed at it with his gun, to show Frank he’d seen it.

But all Frank did was stop looking at Max and stare at Julian instead. This was it. This was the moment Julian expected everything to clear in his mind. But no such vision came. What did Frank expect him to do?

Julian wrapped his fingers around the gun in his pocket. It felt cold, uninviting, didn’t want to be held.

Max took his eye off the villain and followed Frank’s gaze to Julian.

Julian groped the gun again, as if somewhere inscribed on the barrel it had an answer to his predicament.

Max looked back at Frank. “Put the knife down. Slowly.”

But Frank kept staring at Julian. There was no doubt in Julian’s mind that he expected him to do something. But what? Did he seriously expect him to take out his gun and hold Max at gunpoint while Frank ran off into the distance?

That was crazy. They’d both get caught.

“This is your last warning. Drop the knife.”

Julian returned Frank’s stare. Then, almost imperceptibly, Julian nodded twice. Small, nervous nods, almost twitches.

Frank dropped the knife. It bounced as it hit the ground.

Even Julian didn’t know what he meant by the nods, so God knows what Frank thought he meant. If nothing more, Frank would have taken it to mean that Julian would take care of whatever happened after he dropped the knife; which was a problem in itself, as Julian had no such plan.

Julian’s heart raced. Even after his first meeting with the Tong brothers it wasn’t as if he’d done anything wrong. He was simply redressing the earning balance between cops and robbers. Not even passing on the Thompson’s new identity and address had felt wrong, probably because he hadn’t been there to see the consequences. Turning up afterwards, he’d felt divorced from events.

But a couple of nods to Frank Tong on a cold day in Blandford Forum’s market seemed like sealing a contract with the devil himself. A couple of nods.


Chapter 56




DAN SHOOK SALLY. “Are you okay?”

There was a cold sweat covering her face. She squinted intermittently and her breathing was shallow. Her chest barely moved.

“Take deep breaths.” Dan cupped her face in his hands. “You’re going to be all right.” But he didn’t know for sure. He was willing her better, it was all he could do.

He cried out: “Somebody call an ambulance.”

There was an agonised shout from Frank as Max pushed him to the ground, treating Frank’s injured leg with no compassion. Julian frisked Frank from head to toe, confiscating his knives.

Then Max nodded towards Dan and Sally, indicating that Julian should walk over to them. Julian was reluctant to leave Frank to Max but did so, joining Dan and Sally, squatting beside them. Isolated drops of rain began splattering on the pavement. “How is she?”

“She’s sweating a lot and having trouble focusing.”

But when Sally saw Julian, her face regained a semblance of its vitality. Blood rushed to her cheeks. She became angry.

“You said you’d protect us. You said we’d be safe.”

Such was Sally’s venom that Julian stood up immediately, as if recoiling from a blow. “I don’t know what went wrong,” is all he could offer her.

Dan stroked her hair. “It’s all right. Stay calm.”

“I won’t stay calm, I’m not calm.” she shouted.

Max had finished handcuffing Frank and walked the five yards to address the commotion. He tapped Julian on the shoulder and motioned with his head to indicate that he should go and guard Frank.

“An ambulance is on its way. You will be fine,” Max affirmed, not even allowing for a modicum of doubt.

But Sally wasn’t finished. “You said the Witness Protection Scheme was completely safe.”

“It is. This has never happened before. You must have broken the rules.”

Sally went to reply but her exhaustion got the better of her and she lowered her head and began sobbing.

Dan couldn’t believe Max’s arrogance. He had no knowledge of what they had, or had not, done. Yet he was assuming that they were to blame. He wanted to stay calm and measured in front of Sally, but the adrenaline from holding a gun for the first time was still flowing though him, making him bold. “We didn’t contact our families without your supervision. We didn’t contact our old friends. We did everything you told us.”

Through her tears, Sally joined in. “We sacrificed everything. My own mother doesn’t even know I’m pregnant. Do you understand?”

Dan saw Frank turn his head towards them, while Julian did his best to press it against the cold concrete slab on the ground.

“My own mother!”

Max wore the same impassive look that had once given Dan confidence in his ability. But that now made him appear self-important and aloof from the reality of their position.

Julian hauled a defiant Frank to his feet. His hands were cuffed behind his back. It was still hard to believe he wasn’t a threat, even in his captured state.

“How did you find them?” demanded Max.

Frank grimaced through his obvious pain. “We’ll always find them.” Julian grabbed him by the collar, pulling it tight, temporarily making it hard for him to breathe. “Shut up, you piece of shit.”

An ambulance and a police car arrived, both with sirens blaring.  The ambulance driver saw Dan waving and came to a halt ten yards away. But the two paramedics got out and ran straight by him.

Max shouted at them: “Hey.”

But in their haste to arrest Frank, the two officers had neglected the old lady, who Frank injured during the chase. She was conscious but had blood streaming from her leg. The paramedic opened the green plastic case and got to work in stemming the flow of blood.

Dan tried to get the other paramedic’s attention. But he rushed to one of the market stalls, guided there by a uniformed officer. A man was lying on the floor. Dan couldn’t see much, only two feet pointing at the sky. The paramedic called out to her colleague. “I need help over here. Quick as you can.”

Dan surreptitiously glanced at the gun. Max saw him. Dread doubled in Dan. The man hadn’t been on Frank’s route through the market, so he’d obviously been hit by one of the bullets Dan had fired. No… No, no, no. He squeezed Sally’s hand even tighter. This time for his own reassurance.

Another ambulance arrived and another paramedic hit the ground running. Max intercepted him and showed him his credentials. He pointed at Sally: “This woman needs attention. She’s a priority.”

The paramedic looked into Sally’s eyes, then took her pulse. “Any pains?”

“My stomach hurts. I feel dizzy and nauseous.”

“I’m going to give you oxygen, okay? Then we’ll take you to the hospital.”

Max took the uniformed police officers aside and chatted to them quietly. He directed one to the man lying on the floor, beneath the market stall.

Holding Frank tight, Julian called to Max: “I’ll take this one in, shall I?”

Max didn’t hear him. He was still chatting to the officer. When he finished talking, one of the officers took out a small, resealable evidence bag. He put on a pair of surgical gloves, leaned over, and carefully placed the gun in the bag.

Dan saw him. He knew little of police procedure. But he knew that if an officer put an object into a clear bag it was evidence for a possible crime. “What’s he doing? Where’s he taking that?” he asked Max.

Max turned to Dan. He didn’t appear as self-assured. “It looks like one of the bullets you fired hit a member of the public.”

Dan had feared as much. But to hear confirmation only doubled the shock. “Oh God, no.”

The presence of the police officer and the two paramedics, frantically working on the stricken man, confirmed the gravity of the scene to Dan.

Then the uniformed officer started nodding at the paramedic while he was talking to him. The officer walked back towards Max.  The walk seemed to take for ever. But he finally reached Max’s side. “They think he’ll live. Do we know who fired the bullets, sir?”

Dan, who had one hand on Sally’s oxygen mask and the other pinching his own lips, looked down and closed his eyes with relief. He hadn’t killed anybody. It was Sally’s turn to be reassuring. She ripped off the oxygen mask and put a hand on the nape of his neck, massaging it.

He pulled her to him and they held each other tight.

“Do I take him in, sir?” the constable asked Max.

Sally looked up through the tears in her eyes, while Dan’s head nestled on her shoulder. She raged, “Take him in? You mean arrest him? For what? Trying to protect me? It’s more than you two did. The man’s a hero.”

Max waved the constable away. He winced, maybe at his own thoughts. Dan feared the worst as the dour officer approached him and crouched down. “You shot somebody. It’s a serious matter. I cannot pretend it’s not. I’m uncomfortable with putting you in this position, but it has to be dealt with.”

Dan’s eyes fixed on Sally. She was weakening again. But her disgust refused to let her slump completely.

Max looked at Sally. “You need to go to hospital.”

But she wanted answers. “What are you going to do with him?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Tell me. I want to know.”

“There’s a few possible charges — being in charge of a firearm without a licence, discharging a firearm and causing grievous bodily harm. But it’s early days. I don’t know what will happen yet. I really don’t know.” Max stared at them. “Maybe nothing.”

“Is my husband coming with me to hospital, or are you carting him off to prison?”

Julian called to Max. “I’ll take Frank in. It’ll give you one less thing to worry about.” Max nodded at him. Julian grabbed one of Frank’s arms and guided him towards the car. 

Dan watched the mad man led away to custody. He wondered who would be charged with the most serious crime: notorious criminal and artist, Frank Tong, or Dan himself. He’d never thought it would come to this.
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MAX WAS TROUBLED. He hadn’t read Dan his rights. Instead, he was giving him a lift to the hospital, following the ambulance that contained Sally and the market trader who Dan had inadvertently shot. It was an accident. But elements of it were a crime. And it wasn’t his job to weigh up Dan’s actions. That was for the Crown Prosecution Service. All Max needed to do was read him his rights.

“Thanks for trusting me. I know you should probably be handcuffing me.”

Max didn’t reply. Ordinarily he didn’t like to be thanked. But especially not in this case. Thanking him was an acknowledgement that he hadn’t done his job. And he hadn’t, twice over. He hadn’t protected Dan and Sally. And he hadn’t arrested Dan.

“Put your seatbelt on,” Max muttered.

Dan pulled the seatbelt across his chest and buckled it.  

Max watched the road. Traffic cleared out of the way of the ambulance and Max kept on its tail. The fresh, sunny winter weather had been replaced by dark clouds. Rain was falling in a fine mist. It was the kind of rain, Max vaguely remembered, that often fell in Bosnia when the wind blew clouds over the mountains.

“Can I trust you?” Dan was tired and dishevelled. His shoulders had become rounded. He looked vulnerable.

Max wasn’t certain he wanted to enter into this conversation.  He preferred to keep his charges at a distance. “I don’t know where you’re taking this, Mr. Thompson.”

“What would you do if you were me?”

The pitter-patter of raindrops got louder as the sky spat them out with more gusto. Max turned on the windscreen wipers. “I would…” But Max didn’t know how to finish the sentence. He was torn between the official line and putting himself in Dan’s position. It paralysed his mind.

Dan continued: “Because I’m at a loss. I’m considering options that I would never have considered a year ago.”

“What kind of options?”

Dan looked down at his hands in his lap, the fingers intertwined, flexing with nervous tension. Then he looked up at the ambulance. “My only concern is to look after Sally and the baby. Whatever I do is to that aim. Whatever I do.”

Maybe Max should handcuff him. He didn’t want to be embarrassed twice. He put a hand into his pocket and felt for the cuffs.

“Will they put me in prison for what’s happened today?”

“I don’t know.”

“I can’t protect Sally from behind bars. Admittedly, I’m not doing a very good job in the outside world. But from prison…”

“You have to leave it to the professionals. For better or for worse.”

“Do you know how Frank Tong keeps finding us?”

Max didn’t answer. He was sorry for Dan and all that he’d been through, but he wasn’t about to share his thoughts about an investigation with him. He did, however, let go of the handcuffs in his pocket.

“Say I went to prison. Just say I did.”

“I don’t think that will happen.”

“But you don’t know.”

“You need to take things a day at a time. That’s my advice. We are investigating how your new identities were compromised. We are doing everything we can, I assure you.” But it wasn’t true. Max’s understaffed department was playing catch-up. They’d been stretched just trying to track down the couple. He needed to question Frank.

“But say I went to prison. Sally would be left on her own with a newborn baby.”

Max nodded. “We would look after her.”

Dan momentarily looked up at the sky in disbelief. “The same way you’ve looked after us so far?”

“I will find out what went wrong. And it won’t happen again. We have Frank Tong under arrest, so you’re out of immediate danger.”

“There are other members of the Tong gang. And if you don’t know how they located us in the first place, how will you be able to stop them next time?”

Max wished he had an appropriate response. But he’d never been in this position before, never had things go this wrong. He had to find the source of the Tong’s information.

“So you can’t guarantee her safety at all, can you?”

Max scraped his bottom lip with his teeth.

“Please, be honest with me.”

Again, he didn’t answer. His professional pride was aching to give a positive response. But he couldn’t.

“If I have to go to prison, then I have to. But Sally and the baby have to be safe. And I’m not sure they would be in those circumstances.”

Max turned and looked at Dan. But only for a couple of seconds. It was a terrible position to be in.

“So you understand my predicament?”

Reluctantly, Max spoke. Every word was measured. “I… understand… your predicament.”

They didn’t exchange any more words for the rest of the journey to the hospital. A tacit agreement had been reached. Max didn’t know what that agreement was, or didn’t dare to think about what it was. All he knew was that it wasn’t anything in line with the process of law.
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AS JULIAN DROVE along the country road, heading for the motorway that would take him back to London, he thought about the first time he’d taken the boat out on the water.

He’d been lucky enough to secure a berth at Dartmouth marina, which had earned a Four Gold Anchors Award from the Harbour Association.

The first day had been idyllic. It was July and by 10 a.m. the day was already warm enough to augment the smell of sea air. He strolled along the decking after enjoying a massage at the spa. When he boarded the yacht he took a moment to turn three hundred and sixty degrees. It was such a beautiful setting. On the one side, rolling lush green hills, the sort a child would draw. On the other side, gable-roofed houses, painted pastel pinks, blues and yellows. People ate breakfast outside the riverside restaurant, beneath crisp white awnings. They waved to him. Nobody had ever waved to him in London.

“You’re making it complicated. It’s not complicated. You joined us the second you agreed to meet us in that café. Come on, make the decision.”

Julian was wrenched back to the present by the voice coming from behind him. He looked in his rear view mirror. It framed Frank’s deep set eyes. How he wished he could make Frank disappear. Talking of wishes, he wished he’d never joined the police force. In another, parallel, universe he was an investment banker with three or four homes. And only one name.

“No one respects cops anymore,” Frank leaned forward. “You don’t even respect yourselves. There’s no thanks in it. Because, in the end, for fuck’s sake, ‘thanks’ comes written on green notes.”

Julian wondered how the repairs to his boat were going. It was going to cost him more than he’d expected. He understood why wealthy people complained about being broke. It was expensive maintaining the trimmings.

“Our side has the better pay. You like money. You like the trappings. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Let Julian die. Paul’s much happier.”

He was right about that. Paul was much happier than Julian. He could acknowledge that much. Was it viable to make that fantasy world his reality? He’d received plenty of money from the Tongs over the last couple of years. Add that to the money he’d been syphoning off from the Witness Protection Scheme, then, yes, he probably could. Oh the beauty of working in a unit that trained you to set up new identities with attendant, secret bank accounts.

“You have no choice. They’ll find out how we got to the Thompsons eventually. If they don’t, I’ll tell them. But it doesn’t need to get to that. You can create a new identity for me as well. They’ve trained you to do that. I’ll pay you big to show me how to do that.”

Julian shrugged his shoulders. 

“You’ve made the decision. You know you have. You left the gun in my pocket when you frisked me.”

Frank was right. It was the inevitable outcome. He’d only  pretended that there was a decision to make, he’d already made it — two years ago, in fact. He threw the keys to the handcuffs over his shoulder.

Frank caught them.

Julian told himself that a better life waited around the corner. It was within reach. But he could say that of Frank, too. Or he could have done. “Why didn’t you stick to painting, Frank?”

Frank laughed contemptuously, as if the question was too demeaning to answer.

“I read the reviews of your exhibition. The critics raved about it.”

“Painting is only a way of expressing life. But this is life. If I don’t live life, I can’t paint. You wouldn’t get it.”

It seemed like he was doing his best to end up behind bars. In his experience, Julian had found that in a lot of criminals. They weren’t happy unless they were flirting with the possibility of getting caught. Though they would never admit it.

“Where is your boss taking the Thompsons?”

“Back to Bournemouth hospital I imagine.”

“Take me there.”

Frank reached into his pocket and pulled out the gun. He held it to Julian’s head. It was no great surprise to Julian. But it didn’t scare him. Maybe it was the realisation that “Julian” was already dead, that he was now, without doubt, “Paul”, but he just couldn’t be scared anymore. 

“You can kill me if you promise to paint a picture of it afterwards,” he quipped. He wondered whether it was in Frank’s interests to kill him. But in Frank’s present mood, interests probably didn’t come into it. Society might even thank him for disposing of a bent copper. No, Julian wasn’t scared of death, only the process of dying. Unless it was quick.

They were driving along a quiet country road, fringed with elm trees and hedgerow. It was warm again.

“Bournemouth hospital then,” said Frank.

But he’d barely finished the sentence, before Julian swung the car to the left, then the right, violently throwing Frank across the back seat.

The car plunged into the hedgerow. Frozen branches scraped the sides, like a witch’s fingernails. An elm tree waited on the other side. Julian made sure the car didn’t deviate. It went straight for the tree. It hit it with a thud. The front crumpled. The air bag deployed on the driver’s side. It cushioned Julian’s face, absorbed it like the softest pillow. But even before his head had found the airbag, Julian had his hand on the door handle and was opening it. The second the car came to a stop, Julian rolled out of it, flattening the long reedy grass below.

Frank thudded into the back of the headrest.

Julian sprinted twenty yards before stopping to look back. Frank was out of the car but on the ground. He got to his feet slowly, constrained by his rigid leg.

“What are you going to do, Frank, chase after me? You piece of shit. I’m not like you or your brother, Frank. And I’m not on anybody’s side. I just wanted your money.”

Julian almost wanted Frank to pull the gun. But Frank didn’t bother. Instead, he put his hands in his pockets and used his whole body to issue a shrug.

“And don’t bother to try and look for me. You won’t find me.”

Frank nodded, then shouted something which startled Julian.

“Good luck, my friend. Good luck.”
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THE DOCTOR PORED over the results of the tests, flipping through the pages of data. Then he said, “No pre-eclampsia. And the Group B Strep is negative. But she’s anaemic and her blood pressure is high. The baby is underweight.”

Dan found it hard to read doctors when they were delivering mixed news. “Overall, is that good or bad?”

“Your wife and the baby are in no immediate danger. But she needs rest and relaxation. It’s very important. Very important.” The doctor widened his eyes and tilted his head toward the police officer standing guard outside the private room. “Whatever you’ve been up to , Mr…”

“…Thompson.”

“…Thompson, needs to stop now. The last thing mother and baby need is any more excitement.”

Dan was a little irritated by the doctor’s arrogance, and by his assumption on seeing the waiting police officer that he and his wife were criminals. Although, when Dan thought about it, even he wasn’t sure which side of the law they were officially on. 

The doctor returned the notes to the foot of the bed. “I don’t see any reason why you can’t take her home.”

Dan looked down at the floor. He worried that the doctor had taken a dislike to him and was letting it sway his judgement. “Are you sure, doctor? Shouldn’t you keep her in another day or two to be certain?”

“She’d feel better at home. You are allowed to go home, I take it?”

“I think so,” Dan said quietly. “But she’s asleep.”

“Let her sleep, then take her home.” The doctor walked away, presumably to fill another room with his authoritative air.

Dan watched him go, then nodded at the uniformed police officer next to the door. Was he there to protect them or to prevent them escaping? Dan didn’t know.

At the vanishing point of the corridor, he saw Max approaching, head bowed. Dan left the room, making sure he pointed out Max’s approach to the “guarding” officer.

When Max reached him, he was agitated, seemingly annoyed with the world and its indiscipline. Dan felt part of the incongruous world making Max unhappy.

The police guard decided to take this opportunity to request a break. Max nodded his consent.

“There’s a problem,” said Max. “A couple of problems.” Max folded his arms. “Frank Tong has disappeared. My colleague, Mr Stenning, didn’t show up at the station with him and I can’t reach him on his phone. We’re searching for the car.”

“What?”

“We have to assume he was overpowered somehow.” Max dug at a piece of dirt, real or imagined, under a fingernail.

“How could that happen? He knew he was dangerous. Why wasn’t he careful?”

“I don’t know.”

“And the other problem?”

Max spoke rapidly. “I’ve been told to charge you with illegally discharging a firearm. If I don’t, questions will be asked. And there could be other charges.”

Dan began to smile. The smile became a laugh but not a happy one. Hysteria had crept in. Maybe it was the brilliant white walls redolent of the rooms they locked mental patients in. Dan could feel the despairing heave of his chest, like a desperate panting.

“You’re going to arrest me? What a great idea. Why don’t you arrest Sally as well? It seems like prison is the only place you can guarantee our safety anyway.”

Max wasn’t amused by Dan’s freestyle musings. “You cannot fire a gun indiscriminately in a market place and expect no repercussions. There’s a man in hospital with gunshot wounds to his stomach.”

Dan paused and breathed deeply. “Are you going to handcuff me?”

“No, I won’t do that. But I need to take you to a local police station to charge you formally. I have to. Don’t worry, we will sort something out.” But Max wasn’t looking at him as he spoke.

Dan shook his head. “Once upon a time, not so long ago, I would have said, “Okay, you know best.’” Dan stopped his miserable laughter. “I presume I’ll spend the night in police cells, till I see a magistrate? Is that how it works?”

“Yes. But I will do my best to get you remanded on bail as soon as possible.”

Dan didn’t have a temper. But the temper he didn’t have, he lost right now. “So Frank Tong is roaming free and we don’t know where. In the meantime, you’ll lock me up. What about Sally? You’re going to leave her at Frank’s mercy?”

Max’s professional pride bristled. “I will find her a safe house. She will be safe.”

Dan wondered where he could take the conversation next. They’d reached a cul-de-sac. He’d always respected Max. But that respect was dwindling fast. Dan sighed. “Thank you for your efforts, I appreciate it. I suppose I have no choice but to put our welfare into your hands.”

Max nodded almost imperceptibly, as if acknowledging that his was a meagre offering.

“Do we have to go to a station now?”

“I have to go to the car for a conference call with my new assistant. Brief him on what needs to be done. It’ll only take twenty minutes. I’ll meet you back here. Thank you for co-operating.”

Dan watched Max walk away from him, then went back into Sally’s room.

There were no drips attached, no heart monitors. But she still didn’t look right. Perhaps he was being paranoid. She’d heard him come in and so tried to open her eyes. The eyelids only managed to reach halfway.

“Hi,” she whispered.

“How you feeling?”

“I’m good. How long was I asleep?”

“About four hours.”

She slowly raised herself up in the bed. “You should get some sleep too.”

“Oh I got a couple of hours.” He pointed to the faded blue plastic chair by the bed that had seen better days.

“Frank’s escaped. They don’t know where he is.”

“No.”

“And there’s something else. I’m going to be arrested today. Charged.”

Sally flung back the bed covers and awkwardly swung her legs to the floor.

“What are you doing?”

“We’re leaving.”

“No, we have to wait for Max.”

“What else could you do? Stand by and let us both be killed? How dare they treat us like this.”

Sally uneasily grabbed her elasticated maternity jeans from the side table. Even putting on this specially made pair of trousers took an age when you had a football for a stomach. She had to lie back on the bed to drag them up to her waist. As she struggled, she said, “We’re not waiting for Max. I’m not letting you leave me. You’re not spending a single night in a police cell. I have more confidence in you protecting me than the police. Much more.”

Dan rubbed his face vigorously. She was right, he couldn’t leave her side for a second, not with Frank on the loose. And there was no point in discussing it anymore with Max. He would only apply the letter of the law, come what may.

“What are you suggesting?”

“Dan, I think you know what I’m suggesting.”

Dan knew. She was suggesting they become fugitives.
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DAN GLANCED ROUND the corner of the building with one eye. He kept Sally back and tucked in close to the wall with his arm.

It was easy to spot Max. He was in his car talking on a hands-free phone, shaking his head, seemingly annoyed.

Dan waited a minute, then checked again, revealing no more than half an eye round the corner.

Max got out of the car. He went back into the hospital through the front entrance. For once he looked like he was too engrossed in his own thoughts to notice that he was being observed.

Dan held Sally’s hand and walked calmly across the car park. He thought about breaking into a jog but restrained himself. What was it the doctor said? Mother and baby don’t need anymore excitement. Anyway, Dan was learning that scurrying around only made you look more suspicious, no matter how little time you thought you had.

In the driving seat, Dan felt strange. The steering wheel didn’t want to be touched. The accelerator pedal had shrunk. By taking off like this he was compounding his felonies. Max hadn’t officially cautioned him yet, but he was all but under arrest. He couldn’t get that thought out of his head. He was a criminal. No matter how bizarre the circumstances, he was a criminal.

“Where shall we go?” He was tired and bereft of ideas.

“As far away as possible.”

Dan started up the car and headed out of the car park exit. He didn’t feel hurried. He didn’t feel anxious. There was a relief about knowing where he stood. It simplified the journey.

He was a criminal.

There was an absence of shame, of guilt. That was because he remained convinced that he was in the right, though the law said he was in the wrong. And besides, how much worse could it get? Once you’re wanted by the law, you can’t be more wanted or less wanted. You’re a target, plain and simple. It was as if he had cross-hairs marked on his back.

He wondered how the police prioritised their situation. On the one hand, they were a couple that still needed protecting under the Witness Protection Scheme. And on the other, he’d shot an innocent man who’d been out shopping. Which one carried the most weight? He suspected that it was the shooting. If it wasn’t for Max, there probably wouldn’t be a single officer who would mention protecting Sally and the baby.

What would Max’s reaction be when he found out that they had run away again? Dan was sorry for him. Underneath all that officialdom, Dan suspected that there was a nice man trying to poke his head out. And they’d not made it easy for him since they’d been compromised.

As they drove through another small town, he didn’t dare glance at the newspaper headline on a display board outside a newsagent, in case the headlines were about them, about a shooting in a local marketplace. Would their pictures be splashed all over the front pages?

Sally looked surprisingly refreshed. The hospital had put her on a drip that had given her energy. “How about Devon? I always think that’s like another country. Lots of space, fewer people. I had so much fun there as a child. We used to drive our caravan there for long weekends. I’d pretend I was a pirate.”

“It’s about the furthest west we can go without falling off the ends of the earth.” It was the first time in a long time that Dan had wanted to say something funny. It wasn’t much of a joke and he didn’t expect Sally to laugh, but it eased the tension in his own mind. The premature lines on his forehead softened. “I’ll take out all the money available in our current account from a cash machine round here. That should buy us some time.”

It bought them a week.
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HELEN BARNES LIVED on the outskirts of Stratford-upon-Avon, in a small cottage. Set back from the road, it was the type of dwelling given to a gamekeeper when previously the land had belonged to a lord.

Although it was at least two hundred years old, Helen had spent money on it. Most of the walls had been completely rebuilt, using lime and sand mortars, so it was now a cosy home. She’d decorated it in the regency style with red trefoil-patterned wallpaper and a dado halfway up the wall.

The house became a project when her husband had died of heart failure five years previously. She’d thought she’d finished it. But when her world was turned upside down again, when daily contact with her daughter had been taken away from her, she’d found new things to transform, even building a fish pond in the garden — no mean feat for a twice-grieving seventy-five year-old.

A single carriageway, the main road into Stratford was only fifty yards from her front door. But it might as well not be there at all. A combination of Weeping Willows and serried ranks of Elm trees dampened the traffic noise to no more than a whisper. This morning there was a sharp winter breeze that caused the shuffling of the leaves to sound louder than the traffic.

The doorbell rang. She wasn’t expecting anybody, but visitors were always welcome. She opened the door. The man was smiling, though his features didn’t seem suited to that particular expression. He was carrying an easel that was as tall as he was and a metal toolbox.

“Hello, Mrs Barnes.”

“Can I help you?”

“I’ve been commissioned to paint a picture of your daughter.”

Helen frowned. “Oh. She doesn’t live here.”

“I know. It’s going to be a triptych. Do you know what that is? It’s a picture comprised of three panels. I’ll be painting three pictures of her based on the impressions of her nearest and dearest. Can I come in?”

This confused Helen. She hadn’t heard from Sally for a few months. But she couldn’t turn down any contact with her daughter, even if it was second-hand contact. Perhaps this man could pass on a message. That was too good an opportunity to miss.

“Come in.”

“Thank you.”

The man was very careful not to brush against the paintwork as he carried his equipment in. He managed to manoeuvre his toolbox and easel down the hallway without scraping the wallpaper, which was surprising given his pronounced limp.

“Come through to the sitting room.” Helen led him through. She wanted to make a good impression. Sally often chastised her for trying too hard to impress visitors. Or she had done, back in the days when she’d visited the cottage.

The man set up his easel without an invitation.

“You’re going to paint now?”

“Yes.”

“So you’ve met her?”

“Yes, I have.”

Helen was puzzled. “How did you get to meet her?”

“It was arranged very carefully through the police of course. Her husband, Dan, commissioned me. Sally’s a lovely lady.”

Helen beamed with pleasure. “Oh wonderful. How is she?”

“She’s very well. Very pregnant of course.”

Helen’s jaw dropped. “Pregnant?”

“Yes. Didn’t you know? That’s a shame. That’s very sad. I suppose that’s the problem with the Witness Protection Scheme. You’re going to be a grandmother. I’m sure she was going to tell you at your next meeting.”

Helen felt her heart skip a beat. She was going to be a grandmother. She’d given birth to Sally quite late in life and her daughter hadn’t seemed too keen on having children. This was such a blessing.

“Mrs. Barnes?”

She turned her attention back to the painter.

“Sorry, I haven’t seen my daughter for a while.” She looked into his toolbox. “Gosh, what a lot of paints you have. But no brushes?”

The painter raised his eyebrows at her, sympathetically. “I don’t use brushes. I paint with knives.”

“That must be difficult.”

“Not really. I prefer the texture.”

“Would you like a cup of tea?”

“No, I want to get started.”

He was already wiping paint onto his canvas with one of the knives.

“Obviously I know what she looks like. That little crease between her eyebrows. The dimples on her cheeks. They’re so sweet. But what would help would be some background information.”

When Sally and Dan were taken into the Witness Protection Scheme, Helen was visited by a couple of police officers. One had a harsh east-European accent; the other was rather diffident, not like a police officer at all. The most important thing, they told her, was not to divulge any information at all to any person she didn’t know.

“It helps me to form a picture in my mind. For instance: where were her favourite places to go on holiday as a child?”

Helen wanted to tell him. Nothing gave her more pleasure than talking about those happy days in their caravan. But she remembered the look on the policeman’s face. It was obviously an important matter not to divulge such information. “Sorry… I don’t know your name.”

“Frank.”

“I’m sorry, Frank, but the police told me not to give out any details about Sally. For her own safety, you understand.”

“I want this painting to be good, Mrs Barnes. I don’t paint crap. Don’t you want this painting to be good?”

“Yes, I do. But I want my daughter to be safe.”

“Her husband, Dan, is the one who commissioned me.”

If he knew Dan’s name, perhaps it would be all right. She didn’t want Sally and Dan thinking she’d spoilt the painting. What to do? Then, as if bored waiting for an answer, the man started painting.

She sighed. “I still can’t give you any personal information. I’m so very sorry.”

The man didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at her. She’d never seen anybody paint before, but he was certainly aggressive in the way he put the paint on the canvas. She was worried that some of it would find its way onto the carpet, despite the dust sheet he’d spread beneath the legs of the easel.

“She has beautiful blonde hair, I can tell you that. Very lustrous,” she offered up.

Frank wiped his knife in the red paint and smeared it on the canvas so hard she thought he’d break the handle.

“And you must have noticed the little chin.” Still he didn’t reply. He looked like he was in a world of his own. It was very disconcerting. A few more flourishes with the paint and this stranger finally looked at her, fixed her in his stare.

“You will tell me what I want to know, Mrs Barnes. You will tell me. I will cause you such pain that the words will flow out of your mouth, unhindered, like the blood that will follow them.”

Frank opened another drawer in his toolbox. This one had knives with longer blades and they weren’t covered in paint.

Helen suddenly felt empty. He was going to kill her. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t kill her, she told herself — because she was already dead. She’d lost her husband and had infrequent contact with her daughter, almost no contact. She had to build ponds to help her forget all that. She was going to be a grandmother. But she’d have barely seen the child. She had just one hope — that Sally would tell her grandchild all about her, and how she would have loved to have seen her growing up.


Chapter 62




DAN HAD REMEMBERED Sally telling him about a very sweet village where she’d holidayed as a child. It was called “Boscastle”. A natural harbour, Boscastle sat at the mouth of an inlet. The sea was calm by the time it reached the harbour walls, the serenity of a gently lapping soundtrack rubbing off on the locals. Most of the buildings in the village clung to the side of the Valency valley. Verdant hills rose high on either side of the two narrow roads into the village. It was as if the landscape was trying to protect it from the outside world. The quaint stone and slate cottages gave the impression that not much had changed for hundreds of years.

You could easily imagine King Arthur and the Knights Of The Round Table arriving on horseback. It even had a Museum Of Witchcraft, which Sally had visited. She told Dan about her parents having to explain the strange doll called “Poppet”, which was crafted with a needle through its stomach. It was a macabre way of invoking supernatural forces to intervene in unwanted pregnancies. In those days, she was too young to know what a pregnancy was.

Curios aside, it was an idyllic village and, importantly, had a population of, Dan guessed, only a couple of hundred.

They had managed to find a cottage to let in the village, right on the front, by the sea wall. It was clean, if in need of modernising. The furniture was eclectic in the sense that the landlord had begged and borrowed anything he could lay his hands on. It was all Victorian in taste, making the rooms look darker than they should. But Sally liked it. It reminded her of her mother’s love of antiques.

The landlord hadn’t needed references, which was just as well, as they’d given themselves another set of new names. They were now Darren and Sylvia Thornton. The stress of continually reinventing themselves was waning, being replaced by a humour of the absurd. It was, after all they’d been through, just too ludicrous to worry about.

Sally quickly became a celebrity in the village. The population was on the elderly side, so a pregnant woman was a novelty. They fussed over her like they had known her for years.

Dan and Sally devised a cover story — they wanted to have their baby in the most natural surroundings possible. So, the story went, they’d rented out their London flat and sought a country refuge. The villagers saw it as a compliment.

For a small village, it wasn’t too distant from a nearby maternity unit. Stratton hospital was only fifteen miles away and, on these quiet roads, could be reached in twenty minutes, unless you got stuck behind a tractor. There was also a retired midwife called “Nora” living in the village, so Sally became her pet project, which put Dan’s mind at rest.

One thing Dan hadn’t told Sally, and it was important, was that they were dangerously short of money. Before heading for Devon, Dan had withdrawn all the money in their current account. It wasn’t much because most of their funds were in a higher interest savings account that required a month’s notice before it could be plundered. 

And they’d agreed that they wouldn’t use their debit and credit cards at all, once they’d settled in Boscastle. Not until the baby was born. After which, they would contact Max and Julian and tell them their new plan, hoping that other matter would have sorted itself out by then.

That new plan consisted of selling their house and moving abroad. They talked excitedly of building a yoga retreat in the mountains around Andalucia in Spain. But it was not something they’d researched and, in truth, the thought of raising a young child in a foreign country worried them — neither of them spoke any languages besides English. But despite that, it was less disconcerting than the thought of settling anywhere in the UK. That was much more dangerous. And Sally had been practising yoga for years, so the idea wasn’t completely fanciful.

Even so, that day seemed far away. When Dan looked in his wallet, the Queen’s eyes on their last ten pound note stared at him accusingly. He couldn’t tell Sally about their impecunious state. She’d been through more than enough for a person on the verge of giving birth. And, for the first time in a long time, she was looking healthy. The sea breeze blew colour into her cheeks.

No, he couldn’t tell her. It was a burden he had to carry alone. But it was okay. He’d worked out a solution. It was going to be fine. Just fine.

It was 9 p.m. Sally was sitting on the sofa watching an episode of Eastenders she’d recorded. She hated soap operas, called them “dramas without endings”. But with a week to go before her due date, it was very tiring to move, so she’d become engrossed.

“I need to fill the car up with petrol,” he called to her from the kitchen.

“Why?”

“I thought we’d take a little drive up the coast tomorrow. Go for a little walk. Not far. Get you some fresh air. Might as well fill the car up now.”

Though her body wasn’t in great shape for long walks at the moment, her mind was willing. “Oh let’s do that. We should try the other coast.”

Dan picked his car keys up from the kitchen top. “I’ll try not to be long.”

“Laters.”

He lingered before opening the front door, then left in a hurry, before he had a chance to change his mind.

Outside, the night was calm. Their rented cottage was opposite the harbour wall, about ten yards away. He could hear the gentle lapping of the water against the moss-covered stone. The old sodium street lamps reflected orange globes in the gently undulating sea.

That salty smell reminded him of his own family holidays by the sea as a child. That smell signalled to a child that he wasn’t at school, and that the world was an adventure waiting to happen. Some of that feeling had returned. The world was an adventure again. But the carefree feeling, so important, was absent. This might be an adventure, but it was a perilous one.

He got into the car. The engine didn’t sound as smooth as it had. Perhaps that same salty air was corroding the parts already. But it had started first time, and that was important for tonight’s mission.

Even driving was different in the county of Devon. In the villages, the street lamps were few and far between. But once you left the hamlets, lighting was virtually non-existent. Dan had never noticed the moon so much. It illuminated the winding roads that rose and fell as they followed the contours of the hills.

Five miles out of Boscastle, he came to his first petrol station. It was bright and welcoming, unusually modern for this part of the world.

He drove straight by.

He didn’t know where the next one would be. He looked at his fuel gauge. It was in the red. He passed by farm shops with homemade signs left out in the dark, offering three punnets of strawberries for the price of two.

Eventually he came to another petrol station. It was less well lit. There was only one man in the shop and no customers. It looked like an older establishment, less likely to have anti-theft devices or surveillance cameras.

He parked the car under a tree, away from the fuel pumps and the solitary flickering light that stood next to the couple of old-fashioned cylindrical pumps. He got out of the car and felt the chill wind quickly tenderise his cheeks.

There was still time to change his mind. But he knew he couldn’t. Or wouldn’t? Their financial state was desperate. There was nowhere to go for help, no one to turn to. But it wasn’t just that. Something in him had altered. He didn’t even want to change his mind. This way he was in control. 

He could do this.


Chapter 63




HE KEPT TELLING himself that he couldn’t hope for a better place to carry out his first robbery.

It would be easy.

That didn’t make it right. He would never completely mute that moralistic voice in his head. And neither did he want to. But the needs of their dire situation were making it easier to ignore. It was wrong, yes, but they desperately needed the money. And doing the right thing, look where that had got them. Nowhere.

He waited a while, observing the shop from the edge of the forecourt. There was undoubtedly only one person working inside the shop. He sat behind his cash till, reading a book. He looked young, about twenty, his long fringe hung over his eyes. A check flannel shirt, that had never seen an iron, hung open, over a Black Sabbath t-shirt. Perhaps he was a student, keeping up with his studies while he tried to make ends meet. Dan recalled his student job as a barista at a coffee shop. They’d been some of his happiest times.

Dan felt inside his pocket for the knife. He always though it ludicrous that criminals brought a weapon to a crime, then said afterwards that they had no intention of using it. But here he was, one of them. He wasn’t going to draw the knife whatever happened. But maybe he needed it for the role. Whatever the reason, he’d impulsively grabbed the knife with the widest blade from the kitchen. It barely fitted into his quilted coat, and had already pierced the lining.

Beyond that, he preferred not to think of a strategy. Surely the boy would hand over the money without any complications. It was only a small-time shop after all. Why would he make it difficult? What was he going to do? Threaten to play a heavy metal album at full volume? Dan despised having these thoughts.

He walked towards the shop slowly. His footsteps echoed loudly on the tarmac, as if rebounding off the surrounding hills. The harsh fluorescent light spilled out from the shop and illuminated his face. 

He opened the door, which had a loud two-tone buzzer attached. The man at the counter glanced up briefly from his book, gave a look that seemed to say he was annoyed at the interruption, then returned to its pages.

Dan paused to breathe deeply, then wandered over to the row of chocolate bars. So many different types. He browsed up and down the various brands. Not one chocolate bar made from dark chocolate. The English didn’t have much of a taste for dark chocolate, which was his favourite. He breathed deeply again.

He should have walked in and gone straight up to the counter.

He bowed his head even more. Never before, he imagined, had a customer examined chocolate this diligently. The shop assistant didn’t notice. Either it was a good book, or he was a good student.

Time to make a move. Do it or get out.

To the right of the chocolate was their range of freshly baked pastries. Though they couldn’t be that fresh. Where would they bake them here? What counted as “fresh”? The display light was warm and had made the croissants appear extra flaky. There was no other food of interest. But there was a line of magazines.

Forget the magazines. He couldn’t put it off any longer.

He picked up a particularly childish bar of milk chocolate and walked up to the student at the counter. The book he was reading was Plato’s Republic. He must be studying philosophy, or law. He refused to acknowledge Dan’s presence at the counter for what seemed like an age. He might be studying one of the ancient classics but he was an ignorant fool who milked pleasure from ignoring people. Did that make this easier? Did it?

Dan put the bar of chocolate on the counter. The student, barely looking up from his book, scanned it with the bar code reader. “Eighty pence.”

Dan froze. The student waited. Dan didn’t move. 

The young man glared at him. “Eighty pence,” he repeated. He was sharper this time. Not even a “please”. Did that make it easier?

Dan closed his eyes for a moment to hide his embarrassment. “Would you please give me all the money in your cash till, please?” In case the student was in any doubt, Dan nodded at the machine.

The student was dumbfounded. Perhaps the thought that one day he would be held up had crossed his mind. But surely this is not how he would have envisaged it. Dan said “please” for God’s sake. He’d never have imagined that. Dan hoped the “please” made it easier for the student. “I have a knife but I don’t want to take it out and traumatise you. So please take the money out of the till and put it on the counter. Please, I need the money. Believe me, I wouldn’t do this otherwise.”

The student remained seated on his stool. He appeared confused. He didn’t move, not a muscle.

Dan was compelled to reveal the knife, compelled to. If nothing else, it might goad the student into action. Slowly, he withdrew it from his pocket. The student leaned forward to see it.

“I also have a gun in my pocket. But I don’t like loud noises.”

The student gulped and went straight to the cash register. He pulled out more money than Dan was expecting — over a thousand. Maybe this petrol station was so laid back as a business that they didn’t cash the takings on a daily basis.

“Do you want the coins?”

“No, just notes. Thank you. Thank you very much. I’m very grateful. Please forgive me. I’m very sorry.”

The student eventually put what must have been a couple of thousand pounds onto the counter.

“Thank you. Can I make one more request? I know you’ll call the police. But could you give me ten minutes before you do? I really wouldn’t do this unless I had to. I’m in a desperate situation. Please?”

The student, more awake now, nodded, whether through genuine pity or just to get rid of him, Dan couldn’t tell. Dan clumsily scooped up the cash and put it into his coat pockets, brushing against the cold knife.

“Thank you. I’m very sorry to do this to you. Have a good evening.”

As soon as the words came out, Dan realised how absurd they must sound. He just didn’t want the lad to have nightmares about the incident. He wanted him to know he wasn’t some hard-boiled criminal who would intimidate him for the rest of his life.

Dan turned away and walked to the door as calmly as he could. He opened it and the two-tone buzzer signalled his exit.

He’d forgotten to fill the car with petrol. That would have to wait.


Chapter 64




 MAX WAS HANGING onto his job only because it was the wrong time to bring in somebody new. The muddle that this case had become, not to mention a potential public relations fiasco, was an embarrassment that didn’t need any extra avoidable attention.

 Max had defended his department by blaming the debacle on undermanning. His Superintendent had agreed with him, the operation was chronically underfunded. But in the current economic climate, the nascent department would never get an increase in staff. Mistakes had been made and heads would roll, justly or unjustly. At some point in the near-future, Max knew, he would be moved sideways. He shouldn’t have minded. It happened to all career police officers at this level. More than likely it would be a temporary setback in his police career, not in any way terminal. 

But therein lay the rub — Max wasn’t sure he was a career police officer anymore. He didn’t dwell on this potential change of heart. When confronted with doubt he did what he always did — threw himself into the work. There were more pressing matters than his own selfish concerns.

The incident in the square was impossible to keep secret from the general public. There had been too much of a ruckus, too many witnesses. Luckily, no press had arrived before the protagonists had been taken away. Later on, a couple of eyewitnesses excitedly told reporters that the police apprehended a man with a limp and were chasing a couple. Another said a man and his pregnant wife had run across the square firing a gun randomly.

The London Metropolitan Police Force was no longer co-ordinating the operation. It was under the jurisdiction of the Devon And Cornwall Constabulary. Max and his Witness Protection Unit were reduced to the role of advisers by the powers that be, after being blamed for the escapes. Max wasn’t asked his opinion on this, it was presented as a fait accompli. His boss and the Met’s press officer liaised with Devon and Cornwall Constabulary’s Chief Superintendent Gibbard.

Luckily, Frank Tong got the most attention from the media. He was an easy target for the journalists. And the press officer was instructed to deflect attention from the couple onto Frank whenever she could. The major problem was that Dan was the one with the gun, and they couldn’t lie about that. He and the pregnant Sally were portrayed by police statements as the probable victims in the incident — Dan having fired the gun in fear of his and his pregnant wife’s lives.

Dan and Sally were named by their Witness Protection identities as David and Jane Wilson of Countesthorpe, Leicestershire. Max was wholeheartedly against giving out their address but Superintendent Gibbard was insistent, in the interests of full disclosure.

It was unlikely that the press pack would make the connection between the names Thompson and Wilson — at least not immediately. The CCTV photographs obtained from a nearby bank’s camera, pointing towards the market square, were blurry. And journalists who had covered the trial of Ben Tong would have trouble making the link between the two surnames. They wouldn’t have known that Dan and Sally had disappeared into the Witness Protection Scheme. The police, therefore, had time before the connection was made. They just didn’t know how much time.

Sitting in his office, Max lost himself in his thoughts about Dan and Sally. Could he have done anything differently? He didn’t think so. He’d done everything by the book. He’d even terrified the couple to the point where they wouldn’t dare contact their old friends and family.

And then there was Julian. Where was he? What had happened in the car they’d found abandoned, after its collision with a tree, not twenty miles from Blandford? Sometimes Julian was an idiot, too cocksure of doing things his way. Perhaps Frank had kidnapped him. Max wouldn’t put it past Julian to have cocked the whole thing up. 

The higher echelons in the force had got one decision right. They’d decided not to publicise Julian’s disappearance. If Frank was holding him hostage, they reasoned, they didn’t want to cause him to panic. He was a vicious character and if he felt hemmed in, he might kill Julian on a whim.

“There’s a mobile phone I can’t account for.”

Max looked up at his new temporary assistant, Adam Stamford. Tall, with curly brown hair, he reminded Max of a younger version of his eccentric chemistry lecturer. He even had similar, small framed, dark-rimmed glasses. But there was nothing eccentric about Adam. He was a very serious person. He made Max feel like he was positively happy-go-lucky in comparison. Adam was everything Julian Stenning wasn’t — assiduous in his research, devoted to the job, meticulous in his appearance and aware that his image was the image of the police force. In his approach to the job, he reminded Max of himself. Or himself as he had been till recently.

“It’s a number that comes up again and again. It’s not a registered private number. It stopped being used when Julian Stenning disappeared.”

“Perhaps it was for calls from his informers?”

“But why didn’t he register it?”

Adam had a point. Julian was sometimes reluctant to follow the rules but in these matters he eventually did, for fear of giving his superiors justifiable cause to discipline him.

“Give me the number.”

Adam handed him a piece of paper with the number on it. What possible reason could Julian have for not registering a phone? Max had trouble facing the possibility that there were nefarious reasons. He knew the English weren’t as stereotypically into “fair play” as his father had made him believe. But maybe his father had told him so many times, that subconsciously he had overlooked certain elements of Julian’s behaviour.

He stared at his own phone for a while. 

Then he punched in this new number and waited for an answer. But there wasn’t even a ringing tone. Instead, a recorded female voice intoned: “I’m sorry but this number has been discontinued… I’m sorry but this number has been discontinued.”


Chapter 65




 SALLY WATCHED DAN unload bag after bag of groceries from the car. At first, she was delighted. But doubts followed. This didn’t make sense. 

She opened the front door for him. A fine drizzle, sea spray brought in on the breeze, met her face. It cleared her mind. Refreshed, the thought returned, even clearer this time. She knew that, while pregnant, her mind had operated in an unusual way and that she was sometimes prone to paranoia. But this didn’t make sense.

There were at least nine or ten bags of food. At today’s prices the bill must have come to over a hundred pounds. Even two hundred.

Dan struggled with all the bags at once, as he scurried past her. She followed him in and watched him strain to lift them up onto the kitchen top in one motion. He raised his eyebrows and smiled. She waited for an explanation, but none was forthcoming.

“Where did all this come from?”

“I went shopping.”

“I can see that.”

Dan didn’t look at her. Instead, he busied himself with putting bananas and apples into the fruit bowl, shelving the Wensleydale and cranberry cheese in the fridge, and sliding porridge oats into a cupboard.

Sally stood in front of the fridge, to block any more unpacking. “There’s a lot here.”

“Better to get it in one go.”

“But there was only ten pounds in your wallet.”

Dan paused. “How do you know there was only ten pounds in my wallet?”

“I looked in it.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because you never talk to me about our financial situation. I’m only pregnant, I’ve not had a lobotomy. And I worked out that after we withdrew our savings from the ATM, paid the deposit on this place and a months rent, we couldn’t have had much left. And because, when I ask you, you always say: ‘Oh, it’s fine, absolutely fine’. So I thought I’d check for myself.”

Dan grabbed the multipack of toilet paper and slunk off to the bathroom. Sally waited impatiently for him to return. When he did so, he still wasn’t looking her in the eye.

“I didn’t keep it all in my wallet. I hid some under the mattress.”

Sally cocked her head to one side. “Really?” The word came out like a question but was a rigid accusation. Dan didn’t say anything. He took the bag of watercress, spinach and rocket and went behind her back to reach into the fridge, shoving it in the salad compartment.

“They taught us to lie but that was supposed to be to other people. Not each other.”

Dan waited. Was he going to compound the lie, she wondered? He’d changed since the incident in the market square. He’d gone from being overbearing but loving in his concern for her wellbeing, to not caring about anything but day to day existence — the mechanics of survival.

Sally was sick of bursting into tears. But at the moment it looked as if it was Dan was the one about to cry. He was snivelling.

“What’s wrong?” She put a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong.” He broke away from her.

“Dan, please, tell me.”

He took a tissue out of his pocket and blew his nose. “I’m tired. I think I’ve got a bug. It’s a runny nose and I feel tired. I need an afternoon kip, that’s all.”

He blew his nose again, turned and went upstairs, bowing his head to avoid the low arch.

She heard his creaking footsteps traverse the bedroom above, then stop. She lurched towards the sofa and sank onto it. The baby was heavy today. She didn’t want to push Dan, but she needed to know where the money came from.

It couldn’t have come from their savings account. There hadn’t been enough time to give notice for a transferral. And they’d agreed not to draw out any more money from ATMs until the baby was born, because that would definitely reveal their location.

This stupefying adventure they were on was having a cataclysmic effect on their relationship. While she’d become more relaxed since they’d settled in Boscastle, he’d become more withdrawn. And now his sense of isolation had leapt across the kitchen and assaulted her. Sally had never felt more lonely than she did right now, a week before she was due to give birth.

She reached for her mobile phone and scrolled down to her mother’s number. She pressed “call” and lifted the handset to her ear.

The phone at the other end rang. It rang and rang.


Chapter 66




FRANK’S HOTEL ROOM overlooked the marina in Dartmouth. He watched boats occasionally cruise in and out. They were never gone for long, probably never intended to be gone for long, parading up and down the coast for the benefit of the owners’ corporate clients. It wasn’t the season for serious schmoozing. Only the most inflated egos were bobbing around on the sea at this time of year.

Asking around the harbour, he’d found the boat for which he’d been searching. He’d also discovered that it wouldn’t be seaworthy for another couple of days. He knew the captain, if you could call him that, and he wasn’t the type to risk going against the expert’s opinion.

It didn’t matter. He could wait. And this was a good setting in which to finish the painting of Sally’s mother.

Although it was February, Frank opened the French windows as wide as they went. He wanted to smell the salty air. He needed the chilly ocean breeze to permeate his skin, to cool him within. He often overheated when painting for a long time. His body temperature would shoot up and he’d drink water constantly without noticeable rehydration, as if he had a fever.

The canvas was in good shape. The old woman had a kindly face. If she wasn’t your grandmother you’d want her to be. She probably baked cakes, a lost art among younger people — so he put a Victoria sponge in a corner of the painting, or his version of it. Frank felt that he had successfully captured the essence of the woman, beneath his portrayal of the carved up carnage of his attack on her face. Geometric sharp lines of red crossed the soft, pink curves underneath. It was, unusually for Frank, quite a figurative painting. Even the most stupid viewer could tell that the graduated pink circles signified a face. He’d mixed in the colours of his leg, which was turning several shades of dark blue, like a polluted, poisonous river bursting its banks.

Frank thought it his most emotive work yet.

Could it be used in evidence against him? Probably — which was a satisfying thought. He could see an art expert being called to the dock in the Old Bailey to analyse the work, to dissect every brush-stroke. His own lawyer would naturally raise an objection at that juncture, and point out that these were, in fact, knife-strokes. The art expert would be removed immediately.

Yes, Frank was truly thrilled by the painting. And that’s what mattered. It fully justified his need to carry on his long association with “other” work outside of his art. To think, as insignificant a person as that old lady should inspire a painting, and a good one too. It made her existence on this planet worthwhile. He didn’t mean to be condescending, but to be blunt, what else had she achieved? True, he didn’t know her well, but he guessed she was just like ninety-nine percent of people. She had given birth. So what? People whined on about global warming but that wasn’t the main problem the world was facing. It was over-population. People frowned at you if you didn’t recycle. Yet they were smug about having children.

It annoyed him. When Frank had thoughts that annoyed him, they didn’t pass through like other people’s. They took up residence like noisy neighbours. It took all his self-control not to rip up the canvas and throw it out the window.

Instead, he stood up and turned on the TV. He hoped the diversion would calm him. The news was on. They were finishing a report on the murder of an old lady in a secluded cottage just outside Stratford upon Avon. An interview with a police officer revealed that they believed it was the work of an opportunistic thief. Frank felt a pang of disappointment when the police got it wrong — he wasn’t getting his fair share of the credit.

After a brief graphics sting, the local news began. Their lead story was of much more interest. Police were hunting a man who had held up a small petrol station in Devon. They put up an electronic photo-fit. And it wasn’t a bad effort, it did look like the man. The corners of his face were squared off in that computer fashion, but Frank knew who it was. He was surprised, astounded even. But he was certain. The newsreader said that the shop assistant on duty that night, a young student, could only add one detail — the raider was extremely polite.

Well, did you ever? The former lawyer had well and truly turned. Frank had pangs of guilt at tracking down what was now, by the man’s own behaviour, one of his own. There was also a sense of pride for his part in changing the man’s character. It was gratifying to turn a man against a system which had promised to protect him. 

Yes, it was a good day.

Frank wandered back to his canvas. He should finish it. But he wasn’t in the mood anymore. He’d got annoyed with the old lady. Her transition into artistic immortality would have to wait.

Besides, he had an idea for another painting. It came to him as vividly as a waking dream. It involved a woman strapped to a chair, on a beach, during a rising tide. But that too would have to be put on hold.

It was time to check out.


Chapter 67




KEN FODEN COULDN’T believe it. 

The TV was on while he read the newspaper, and he was not paying full attention to either. He’d just returned from Boscastle after fixing the toilet seat for his new tenants.

But that was definitely him. The man’s face was on the screen. He’d never seen anybody he knew featured in a news report on TV.

He started berating himself — he knew he should have asked for references. How could he have been so stupid? But they’d seemed like nice people. And they’d paid cash. “Jill, come here. Come here, quick.”

His wife came into the lounge from the kitchen. She had her oven gloves on, as she was in the middle of making Ken’s favourite, steak and kidney pie.

“It’s him. He’s my tenant. That’s him. The bloke from London.”

“Why is he on the news, love?”

“It says he held up a petrol station.”

“Are you sure it’s him? Those things never look like anybody.”

“It’s him. He’s a bloody criminal. I can’t believe it. He was polite and everything.”

“It might not be him. Maybe they’ve got the wrong person.”

“It’s on the news. Course it’s him.” His incredulous look at the wife he’d stopped respecting years ago withered her doubt.

“But his wife’s pregnant, isn’t she?” she offered up.

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“You can’t tell the police if she’s pregnant.”

Ken threw his newspaper down. “What are you talking about? You know it wouldn’t surprise me if they’d both decided to get her pregnant. You know, as part of their scam — so people feel sorry for them. Anybody can get pregnant, you don’t have to be nice.”

“You wouldn’t get preggers to do that.”

“What are you talking about? They’re from London. Criminals are different up there. They do that kind of stuff. Myra Hindley was from London.”

He watched his wife think about it, nod in acquiescence, then return to the kitchen. 

Ken picked up the phone. His upper lip curled upwards. He hated deviants. This was his chance to put one away. And he could get a pint or two out of the story down at The Red Lion, as well. Sam and his stories about his holiday to Morocco would be put in their place. He dialled the number he’d seen on the screen.

“I have some information about the man wanted for holding up the petrol station… Is there a reward?”


Chapter 68




THE INSOMNIA HAD worsened in the last few days. He’d had to make-do with half an hour of sleep a night.

With only a week to go before their child was due, he and Sally were hardly speaking. Dan knew Sally was aware that there was something not right about his sudden influx of cash. But Dan still couldn’t bring himself to tell her what he’d done. In his bid to feed them, he’d starved their relationship of communication. They’d always talked, even through the darkest, loneliest hours of their constant changes of identity. But now Dan had nothing to say.

The silences between them stood in the musty air of the old cottage like fortified blockades.

Sally was now so large that every morning Dan had to help her down the stairs a step at a time. The cottage had very narrow stone stairs and Sally couldn’t see her feet. They used to look each other in the eye when they did this, treat it as comical. But not any longer.

Sally was eating a lot, more than ever. The groceries he’d bought four days ago needed replenishing. But Dan was nervous about fetching any, as that might renew the tension between the two of them.

Sally tucked into breakfast, which included a boiled egg, three slices of bacon, a poached egg, baked beans, sliced apple and black pudding (the thought of a foodstuff based on congealed blood used to repel her, but not since becoming pregnant). Dan couldn’t fathom the need for the sliced apple. But, apparently, it tasted great to the pregnant palette when mixed with baked beans.

“Does it taste good?”

Sally scoffed breakfast as if somebody was about to steal her plate. She nodded while chewing. Each mouthful was followed by a guilty pout.

“I have to go out shopping,” Dan said.

Because her mouth was stuffed full of food, Sally sighed through her nose. She slowed down, chewed more deliberately, then swallowed. “Where did the money come from? I want you to tell me.” She asked that same question every breakfast time.

Dan looked down for a moment. He couldn’t put on a pretence anymore. He didn’t feel the same. He still cared so much for her and the baby. But the burden he carried was wearing him down. She wouldn’t, or couldn’t, see that he was doing his best. And he didn’t have the energy to argue with her, or anybody else, for that matter. It was as if that part of his brain had shut down. The id had obliterated the ego and superego.

The least Sally could do was leave the issue alone, he thought. Frankly, he’d had enough. He’d done what he’d had to do to get food into the house. She was complaining about it while, at the same time, eating her way through most of it. Dan rose from the table.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

Dan didn’t answer. He left the rustic kitchen, ducked through the archway and into the lounge, where he picked up his coat.

“Please, Dan, just tell me. It’s horrible not knowing. Where did you get it from?”

He heard her call through the uneven stone wall, dividing the lounge from the kitchen, but felt no need to reply. In fact, he hardly heard the end of the sentence as he shut the front door behind him.

There was a freezing, dense mist rising from the sea, crawling its way upward to the sky. Dan buttoned up his coat, but the cold crept in through every buttonhole. He got into the car and began the ten mile drive to the nearest supermarket.

As the car wended its way through the single lane country roads, the mist settled on the windscreen. Not enough to use the wipers efficiently but too much not to. The windscreen kept smearing and eventually the washer fluid ran out. This annoyed Dan. It was ridiculous to get so riled about something so innocuous, but he couldn’t help it. He no longer felt in control of what he was thinking and feeling.

One word kept peppering his thoughts — criminal. He was a criminal. He tried to argue against it, but he couldn’t. And anyway, so what? So what, if he was? He didn’t have any choice.

He’d kept putting DVD’s on the TV so that Sally didn’t see the news. Luckily, she wasn’t averse to a bit of escapist fantasy at the moment. He didn’t know if his crime had made it onto the news, but he couldn’t risk her seeing a single bulletin. 

Strangely, on another level, he cared less and less. He was simply exhausted by all the worry.

Pushing the trolley round another corner in the supermarket, he came to the baby section. There were packs of nappies, jars of food with unedifying ingredients, zinc ointments for nappy rash, cough treatments for the under-twos.

Suddenly, another thought gripped and appalled him — he wished they weren’t having a baby. 

He genuinely didn’t. 

The child would grow up to be ashamed of him. He’d helped convict a major criminal of murder, weakened a powerful gang. He’d stood up to organised crime, had been an example to society. And yet today he was being hunted for shooting a market trader and holding up a petrol station. He was a common criminal. How do you tell that to your son or daughter? How do you break that news?

He looked up. Another shopper stared at him. The old lady was giving him a good old glare. He didn’t know why until he looked down at the contents of his trolley. It was overflowing with baby goods. Seconds before, the trolley had been virtually empty. He couldn’t even remember how all these jars, nappies and medicines had ended up in there. It was full.

When he returned his attention to the supermarket shelf in front of him, he saw that it was virtually empty. He had absentmindedly, and quite indiscriminately, cleared it. What the hell?

Then his phone rang. “Hello?”

Sally’s voice was urgent, she was in pain. “It’s me. I think I’m having the baby.”


Chapter 69




JULIAN WAS PLEASED with the boat. 

The repairs had gone well, though they’d taken longer than he’d hoped. They’d seemed to drag on because he was impatient to get away. Although he couldn’t risk taking the yacht out on the open seas in anything less than perfect condition. It had to be seaworthy. And now it was.

The rosewood panelling on the helm gleamed in the winter sun. He ran his finger along the wheel, its curved indentations felt solid and smooth.

Julian was excited about the journey. It was long and hazardous. Traversing the Atlantic to the Caribbean, then on to Belize, was not going to be easy. But it would be nothing compared to what he’d been through in the last couple of years, leading that double life. 

He’d obtained both his Royal Yachting Association Yachtmaster Certificate and his Marine Radio Operator’s Certificates. He had racked up much more than the requisite 2,500 nautical miles as a skipper, including the two overnight trips. So he was qualified to undertake this length of journey. The boat was ready, he was ready.

“Hello, Paul.”

He recognised the voice. But a voice was only a voice if you didn’t turn around — if you didn’t turn around, the voice didn’t belong to anybody. That voice, with its strained tones, shouldn’t belong to a human being.

“Going somewhere, Paul?”

From this day on, his newer name of “Paul” was meant to embody freedom, a break from the old, a relinquishing of former friends and foes, an embracing of the new.

“Of course you’re going somewhere.”

Julian turned round. Frank was silhouetted by the low sun, his form backed by the hills that overlooked the harbour. It was like an heroic painting from the Romantic period — how ironic.

“You don’t have any business with me, Frank. I did my bit.”

“Your bit? You think it’s a job?”

“You’d be on trial if it wasn’t for me.”

“You think you handed in your notice?”

Julian wondered if he could lift anchor before Frank boarded. But that was a stupid thought. Even a disabled Frank could make the short hop onto the boat before Julian could cast off.

Frank shifted his weight and winced. He was obviously still in a lot of pain. Yet, this time, Julian had no place to run. The railings around the boat were like a cage.

“How did you find me?”

“We didn’t find you. We followed you. We’ve always followed you. We knew about the yacht.”

Julian smiled at his own laxness, at his own lack of rigour. It was bound to be his downfall. Intuitive flare could only take you so far in both the police force and the criminal world.

“Let me go, Frank. I’m sailing into the sunset.” There was no reaction to his joke from Frank. “I’m going to South Africa,” he lied. “I’m no threat to you.” That wasn’t a lie.

Frank half closed his eyes, as he did when he almost laughed. “You were never a threat to us.”

Julian looked around the harbour for witnesses. But there were none. The quietness in this part of the world was what had attracted him to it. Now it was a curse. It was too early even for the smattering of sailors devoted enough to brave the February freeze. 

“I need your boat.”

“No, Frank. It’s my escape.”

Frank paused. What was he waiting for? Maybe he was scared of water. It was a forlorn hope. Frank took a step and jumped onto the decking, making sure he landed on his good foot. The sound of that shoe hitting the deck felt like a punch to Julian’s stomach.

Frank was on him immediately, grabbing Julian’s coat with one hand and pulling him close, so that the fist coming in from the other side had more impact.

Julian fell with a thud. His head hit the deck hard. Not enough to knock him unconscious but enough to rattle his brain and disturb his vision.

Before he could collect himself, he felt Frank grab his foot. The cold metal of what he presumed was a knife, slid along his heel, slicing through the sinews beneath. 

The agony. 

He writhed in excruciating pain. The mangled mess of his foot’s innards was exposed to the winter air. But the pain was hot. Julian’s breathing quickened like a dog after a run, a dog with rabies.

“Don’t bother to move. I’ve cut your achilles tendon. You won’t be able to stand. Makes the fight a little more fair.”

Julian shrieked. By naming it, Frank released even more pent up pain in Julian’s ankle. More screams. Frank took a handkerchief and rammed it into Julian’s mouth.

“This is a peaceful town, Paul. Don’t ruin it for the tourists.”

Julian lifted himself up with his hands to try and get to his feet. But a muffled yelp followed as he collapsed back down to the deck.

“I’ve broken my ankle, but I can still stand. Let’s see what you’re made of. Go on, have another go.”

Julian floundered. His hands on the wet decking pushed his body upwards. But when he tried to stand it was as if his ankle and foot weren’t there. He hit the deck again with another dull thud.

“You see, you’re not one of us.”

Frank grabbed the collar of Julian’s shirt and dragged him backwards along the deck to the galley door. He pushed it open and hobbled down the steps, pulling Julian behind him like an old blanket. Julian couldn’t be in any more pain, so it didn’t matter that his legs clattered down the freshly varnished wooden steps. Frank dumped him at the bottom, then limped back up on deck, closing the galley door behind him.

After a moment or two, Julian heard the chugging of the motor being started. Then the hum of the anchor being raised.

What was Frank doing? Where were they going? He tried once more to raise himself to his feet. He failed.


Chapter 70




DAN RUSHED OUT of the supermarket as fast as he could, leaving the shopping trolley abandoned in the middle of an aisle. Shoppers parted to the left and right, those that didn’t were knocked out of the way before they knew what was happening.

A security guard went to shout a warning, but Dan was already through the sliding doors and out of the shop.

His shoes hit the tarmac so hard it was as if there was no leather between them and his feet. He pounded his way towards the car, his legs pumping as fast as he could. His breaths became shorter and sharper.

She was having the baby and he wasn’t there. 

The anxiety stole his energy when he needed it most. His legs kept moving as fast as they could, but his lungs felt like they were shrinking.

He cursed himself. To think, he’d stormed out in the morning. Stormed out. Did he cause this? Perhaps the stress from their argument had induced labour. All that time he’d lectured her on the importance of looking after herself and the baby, now ruined in a few days of petulance and poor decision-making. How had he let the situation get to him? How had he forgotten what was important?

The car came into view. He wanted to run faster but he had nothing left. It never seemed to get any closer. He was gasping for air. He reached for the car keys in his pocket as he ran and nearly fell over.

When he reached the car, his hands were shaking so much it was difficult to open the door, his hand slipping off the door handle twice as he snatched at it.

After he got in and started the car, the volume of his breathing competed with the sound of the engine. He drove in a daze. All he could see was the road and the cars that needed passing — flickering shapes, like a child’s game, building blocks to be played with. He saw a road sign advertising the speed limit of thirty miles per hour. If ever a sign had no relevance to him, this was it. But he had to be careful. He couldn’t attract the attention of police patrol cars.

His foot twitched on the accelerator pedal. Thoughts of needing to be there for Sally, and to see the birth of his child, lowered his foot, while fears of missing it, due to getting arrested, raised it.

He picked up his phone from the passenger seat and hit the speed dial to get in touch with Sally. It was only then it dawned on him that they were breaking their agreement not to use the mobile phones. If anybody was monitoring their signals, their cover was blown.He thought about his baby being “tracked” the moment he emerged from the womb. What a start to life.

Sally quickly answered. “Are you nearly here yet?”

“Not far. Are you sure it’s the contractions?”

“Of course I’m bloody sure. It’s agony.” She broke off to groan.

“I’ll call an ambulance.”

“No. I don’t want an ambulance. I don’t want to go to hospital.”

“What about the midwife?”

“I’ve tried. She’s out.”

“Darling, we have to get you the proper care.”

She screamed, “No! No way.” Then her voice trembled. “Dan, I saw your face on TV. I know how you got the money. If we go to the hospital they’ll recognise you and take you away from me. I can’t do this without you. I can’t.”

Dan could barely speak. The words had trouble escaping from the back of his throat. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Just get here, darling,” she blubbed.

Dan tossed the phone onto the seat to concentrate on his driving. Damn the speed limits. To hell with the police. If they made an attempt to stop him he’d outrun them. Ram them if he had to. If he was officially a criminal then he would behave like one.

Dan’s emotions vacillated between anger and despair.

Four cars were ahead of him, queueing for a roundabout. Dan slammed his foot on the accelerator, mounted the pavement and drove right around them.

Another car, coming from the right on the roundabout, screeched to a halt, narrowly missing Dan. The other driver threw his hands in the air and yelled inaudible abuse.

Dan wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. “Fuck off!” he yelled in the other driver’s direction with a venom that would have made a viper proud. He slammed his foot down on the accelerator pedal. The tyres squealed.


Chapter 71




MAX WAS LIVID. “Why did I have to hear about it on television?” He watched Adam click his pen repeatedly. Max knew it wasn’t his fault, but he wanted an explanation, even if it was a poor one.

“It’s because the man’s got so many identities. It confused the PNC database.” Adam adjusted his dark-rimmed glasses. 

“What’s happening now?”

“The case is the responsibility of Superintendent Gibbard in Plymouth.”

“Get the car. We’re going down there.”

“Shouldn’t we clear it with him first?”

“No.”

Max had to concede that Adam was right. He darted to his computer and retrieved the number for Gibbard. On finding it, he grabbed his phone and tapped in the number while walking. A female assistant answered with an authoritative voice: “Superintendent Gibbard’s office.”

“Inspector Omerhodzic from the Witness Protection Unit. I need to speak to the superintendent.”

“Is it important? He’s in the middle of an operation at the moment.”

“It is. And you can call me ‘sir’.”

“Just a moment, sir.” The last word was emphasised with reluctance.

There was a pause, presumably while she talked to the superintendent. Then he was through. Max could hear the man walking as he spoke, hurrying along a corridor, he presumed, that made his voice echo.

“What is it, Omerhodzic? I’m very busy.”

“Sir, I believe you’re searching for our man who held up the petrol station.”

“We’re doing better than that. We’ve had a tip-off from his landlord. I’m putting together an armed response unit as we speak.”

Max rubbed his forehead. He could hear excitement in the superintendent’s voice. They obviously didn’t get many challenges like this down in Plymouth.

“Sir, the man is also one of my people in the Witness Protection Scheme. He’s not a hardened criminal. Could you wait till I get down there?”

“Makes no difference to us. He’s an armed robber. I don’t care who he is. Or how many names he’s got.”

“His wife is pregnant, sir. They helped us put away Ben Tong.”

“As I told you when you messed up this operation the first time, crime doesn’t begin and end in London. There’s a whole world outside of the capital.”

This was going to be difficult. When your most frequent crimes involved putting sailors from the Royal Navy away for the night after drunken fights, you might not appreciate the reach and terror of London gangsters. “Sir, the Tong gang dominates London’s East End.”

“That’s your problem. Down here, your grass is nothing but an armed criminal.”

Max hated officers using terms like “grass”. How could a man reach that senior a position while talking like a seventies TV cop show? “All I’m asking is that you hold off till I get there?”

“We can’t do that. What if something happened in the meantime? I’d be responsible.”

“Nothing is going to happen. I know him. He’s not a violent man, I assure you.”

“He held up a young student at a petrol station. I’m not a fan of students myself, but it’s the law. What if I hold off and somebody gets hurt? How would I explain that to the media? What would I say to the Police Complaints Commission? Sorry, Omerhodzic, I can’t wait.”

Max lowered the phone from his ear and hit the disconnect button. There was no point in reasoning with the man any longer. The ineluctable fact was that the superintendent was going to grab his moment of glory. 

If there was one thing Max hated about the police force, it was the politics. And it was getting worse. If you wanted to reach the higher echelons it was more important to say the right things than to do the job well. When Julian had moaned about it, Max had ignored him. Maybe Julian had gone, but his views had finally found a way into Max’s head. Max would have smiled if he hadn’t been so annoyed.

Max went out of the station and got into the waiting car. Adam was sitting in the driver’s seat. He was so new he didn’t even know that Max preferred to drive. Max didn’t mention it. He needed time to think anyway.

“What did he say?”

Max wasn’t used to this overweening interest from a partner. “What?”

“The superintendent in Plymouth.”

“He said ‘fuck you’.” Max never swore, only when proper words failed him. “We need to get there as soon as possible. How fast is your driving?”

“I’ve taken the advanced driving course.”

“I didn’t ask that. I asked: how fast is your driving?”

Adam looked bemused. Max allowed himself a slight smile. He was even beginning to talk like Julian. But enough was enough. It was time to banish sentimentality and get back to doing his job. “Just get us there as quickly as possible.”

He owed the Thompsons. That onerous thought bothered him. It wasn’t an attitude in line with police procedure, but it was how he felt. You didn’t do things because you “owed” somebody. Who sounded like a 70s cop show now? 

Maybe he could circumvent the superintendent, find out who was in charge of the armed unit for the operation. 

It was worth a try.


Chapter 72




SERGEANT GEORGE SMITH held the Heckler and Koch MP5 semi-automatic carbine in his hands, cradling it like a baby. He was fully trained in its use, but even he was nervous of its power.

He hated having to take it out of the armoury. He knew that whenever a member of the public saw him carrying it they were shocked. Brits weren’t used to seeing police officers with firearms. In your most militaristic nightmares this wasn’t the kind of rifle you expected to see a police officer carrying. A solider, yes, a police officer, no.

He always had it set in the “E” or “Einzelfeur” position, which restricted the weapon to firing single shots. Even when the public were not in danger, he didn’t trust his ability to control it in the “F”, or “Feuerstob”, position for continuous fire.

Smith had applied to be weapons trained because he believed he had the temperament for it. He was calm under pressure and good at assessing situations that unfolded quickly.

Indeed, the training programme confirmed this. In the psychological tests he scored top marks. He had the aptitude for it and would not break under pressure. So much for psychological tests. In truth, Smith broke out in a sweat every time he was radioed to report to the firearms unit in Plymouth. Fortunately, It wasn’t very often that he got the call.

He envied police in the US who lived with their weapons. It must feel much more comfortable. He, to some extent, was a boy with a toy. He’d never fired in anger, although he’d thought about it. Recently, he’d even researched on the internet how police officers felt after killing somebody in the line of duty. Again, the case studies were mainly from the States. Some felt guilty, others were blasé. But they all seemed to be comforted by a strong sense of duty.

Although Smith had never been through what they’d been through, he doubted whether a sense of duty would be enough to console him. What if he did have to take someone’s life? Shouldn’t he at least know something about them? His superiors never told him much about the target on these operations.

Smith’s phone rang. He put the gun down.

“Sergeant Smith.”

“Sergeant, this is Inspector Max Omerhodzic. I’m an officer in the Witness Protection Unit at the Met. I hear you’re in charge of the armed unit going out today to bring in the man who held up the petrol station.”

Smith paused. This was peculiar.

“I know this isn’t the way things are usually done, but I wanted a word. I want to ask you to be careful. I don’t want you to fire on the suspect under any circumstances — under no circumstances at all. Do you understand?”

This was very unusual, if not downright rude. How dare this officer tell him his job. He wasn’t in the same division. He wasn’t even in the same county.

“What if he fires first?”

“That won’t happen. The man you’re arresting isn’t violent. He’s in the Witness Protection Scheme. His cover was blown and he had to go on the run. He was—“

“Sir, sorry to interrupt, but shouldn’t you take this up with my superiors?”

There was a longer pause. Smith gleaned that the man had already done so.

“I wanted to speak to the man on the ground.”

“This isn’t right, sir.”

This was the longest pause yet. Smith imagined the man struggling with the idea of operating against the rules. He didn’t need this kind of extra pressure.

“You’re right. It is. Forget I called.”

And with that, this Max fella hung up. Smith was annoyed.

His phone rang again.

“Smith, it’s Superintendent Gibbard. Are you tooled up yet?”

He hated those movie terms. It degraded the responsibility of the job. But Gibbard was well known for using such terms to his officers. Perhaps it was some bullshit management theory designed to motivate people.

“I’m getting my kit together now, sir.”

“Listen, Smith, I had a call from that do-good officer I’ve had to deal with in the Witness Protection Unit. He was making out that this armed felon was some kind of fallen angel. And he threatened to visit us from his London tower to talk the guy down.”

Smith didn’t know whether to tell him he’d already been in contact. He decided against it.

“When he arrives, don’t let him near the incident, okay?” Gibbard was adamant. “He’ll get in the way. You’re in charge, remember. Don’t be intimidated because he’s from the Met. Keep him well away.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We have to protect our community, Smith. That’s what these Met people don’t understand. That’s the most important thing. You have kids, don’t you?”

“Two, sir.”

“There you go. You remember that when you’re thinking about whether you should fire, okay? I don’t want to be the one telling them they lost their daddy because he didn’t want to hurt a two-bit criminal.”

Gibbard was right about that. Smith might have qualms about firing his weapon but he had a family to provide for and nothing should come in the way of that.

“Good luck, Smith.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Smith picked up his weapon with a new sense of purpose.


Chapter 73




JULIAN COULDN’T STAND up. 

He dragged himself across the wooden floor to the first aid kit and bandaged his ankle as tight as he could. But Frank had known what he was doing with his knife. The tendon was cut and no matter how tight Julian pulled the bandage, he couldn’t stand on the foot.

He needed a crutch.

Using his good foot to propel himself, he slid further along the floor and managed to hook his little finger under a cupboard door. He grabbed a mop and used it to haul himself up. It looked absurd but the end with the strips of cloth for mopping helped stabilise him on the shiny floor, his newly polished cabin floor.

What was he to do now? He should stay below deck and pretend to have passed out from the pain. That plan depended on Frank reaching his destination, wherever that was, and then simply jumping off the boat, leaving Julian down below. It wasn’t a very brave idea and relied as much on hope as skill. But it’s what Julian would have done up until this moment.

But he was tired of being a coward. 

His soul was crying out: “Enough”. Either that or was high — the intense pain playing with the neurons in his brain. He wanted to be brave. It would be a novelty.

He hobbled to the galley door and pushed it slightly. It wasn’t locked. Frank obviously thought he was a coward too.

Peering through the galley window but staying low enough to keep out of Frank’s sight, Julian saw land. He recognised it as the small harbour of Boscastle. He’d put in there once or twice. 

Frank was unmistakably sailing towards it.

They were entering the inlet now, only ten minutes away from arriving at the shore.

Julian pushed the door open. The steps were slippery, covered by the wash from the sea, so he had to be careful with his improvised crutch. He took the climb one step at a time.

Frank had surely seen him, but barely paid him any attention, till he reached the deck.

Julian spun around on his crutch. “Why are you landing in Boscastle?”

“You’re my informant, Paul. You should be telling me.”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re lucky to be alive — considering I had to track down the couple’s location from another source.”

“So you don’t need me.”

“Your boat is the ideal way to sneak into the harbour. But I need you to do something.”

“No.”

“I’ve been monitoring the police chatter from your ship’s radio. They’re on their way to arrest him.” Frank spat out the salty water that was hitting his face. “I want to get to him first.”

“Why risk it? You’ll get caught. Let the police lock him up.”

“Let them? Let them? How can something the police do make me feel better? How can that calm my pulse? He put my brother away. Don’t you get that?” Frank stared at him as if he was mad. “You’re going to get me through any police line. You’ll be you and I’ll be a psychologist attached to your department.”

Julian leaned on the broom handle. He shook his head. “No, I won’t do it.”

“Do it and then you go free, for ever.”

“No, you won’t let me go free. It’s not in you. So, I have to respectfully tell you to piss off.”

Frank left the wheel and hobbled over to where Julian balanced. He grabbed the lapel of his coat and playfully rocked him to and fro. There was nothing the police officer could do. Frank reached inside Julian’s coat and pulled out his police ID card. He checked that the credentials were in order. Then he searched the rest of Julian’s pockets, roughly manhandling him, pretending to lose his grip for a second and allow him to topple over. When the search of Julian’s coat came up empty, Frank ended the games and actually pushed Julian backwards with a firm, flat hand.

Julian tumbled down into the galley, rolling down the steps and smacking his head against the floor. His vision went blurred and his head thickened with numbness.

But that was nothing compared to what came next.

He watched Frank take out his knife and plunge it into the back of Julian’s thigh a good half an inch in depth. Then, with both hands firmly gripping the handle, he dragged it down the length of Julian’s leg, cutting through muscle and flesh, slicing through veins, like ripping into a Cornish pasty. Julian was meat in a butcher’s hands.

It made the cutting of his tendon feel like the anaesthetic to the real operation.

Julian instantly felt sick. The searing pain quickly spread all over his body. A pool of blood formed and spread out in a concentric circle across the freshly polished, previously spotless, floor. His pulse declined with every inch that the blood spread.

Julian’s hand flapped desperately at nothing and no one. 

“Don’t struggle, there’s no point. You’ve already lost too much blood to move. It’ll be over soon. You should pass out in less than half an hour. Close your eyes and go to sleep.”

And with that, Frank left him and returned above deck.

Julian heard him lock the galley door this time.

Over the next ten minutes, Julian drifted in and out of consciousness.

When the boat hit the harbour wall, it woke him with a jolt.

That’s when he noticed his mobile phone lying under a cupboard. It must have fallen out of his pocket when he’d been dragged down to the galley.

He waited until he was sure that Frank had left the boat. Then he used the last of his energy to drag himself through his own blood to the phone.

He picked it up and looked up the number he needed. It was hard to concentrate. His eyes flickered. The phone’s screen alternately blurred and came back into focus. He pressed “call”.

Max answered, his voice serious. “You’ve got a lot of questions to answer, Stenning. Where are you?”

Julian knew he didn’t have time for the full story. “Frank Tong has my ID badge. We’re in Boscastle.”

“I’m nearly there.”

“You might be too late.”

“Follow him.”

Through the pain, Julian smiled slightly. “I can’t. I just can’t.” His voice cracked.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m fine. It’s a beautiful, sunny day and I’m on my boat. Couldn’t be better. I feel like the wealthiest man in England.”

And with that, Julian closed his eyes.


Chapter 74




SHE WAS STARTLED, standing on the wooden floor of the lounge, watching the pool of water beneath her. For a while, Sally couldn’t do anything but stare. There was no denying the evidence below her. This was it. It was time.

More contractions would follow any moment. Because of their situation she hadn’t been to any pre-natal clinics. She’d promised herself that she would look it all up on the net. But she hadn’t. She’d busked it. Celebrity gossip, weather forecasts, a talking dog on youtube — any excuse to avoid the inevitable.

She was filled with terror.

But it wasn’t the impending physical waves of agony that worried her so much as the thought that accompanied them. It was an unnatural thought. Disgusting. She had an urge to run to the kitchen, grab a knife and thrust it up her vagina. As appalling as the thought was, it wouldn’t go away. It sat in her mind like a squatter insisting on his rights.

Another came to join it.

Parts of the world were starving. The planet was over-populated. While a single person stretched out an emaciated arm in a developing country, she had no right bringing a child into this world. She couldn’t let the child out of her womb. She couldn’t. Besides, it wasn’t a child till it emerged into the daylight. It wasn’t.

Maybe it wouldn’t hurt too much — the thing with the knife. 

She was sweating. She shuffled into the kitchen and routed through the drawers.

There were knives aplenty.

She picked up the one with the longest blade. It was at least ten inches. That should do it. She held it up and a sword of sunlight bounced off its steel density.

It could be over quickly. It wasn’t really a child inside her. How could it be until it dropped out into the world? It just wasn’t.

Then the pain. Like a period pain but a thousand times stronger. She doubled up. Maybe it was the baby fighting back.

But she couldn’t let go of the knife. Could she become a murderer? She knew it was wrong, but part of her mind was telling her it was fundamentally right and the only option.

That’s when she heard the front door open. 

Dan rushed in, to see her there, holding the knife just below her crotch.

There was a look of incomprehension on his face. His eyes drooped, his mouth turned down. How could she explain this to him? Depression took a bear-like hold of her upper chest and her head, strangling her ability to take any but the most shallow of breaths.

“Sally, what’s wrong?”

Sally dropped the knife. It clattered onto the kitchen floor tiles, the noise ringing around the kitchen, reverberating in her head as if she were standing in a bell tower.

Dan rushed to her. But then another wave of pain hit her and she nearly collapsed.

“Oh, dear God, the pain.”

Was this normal? She had no terms of reference. She wondered if contractions should be this frequent this early on. Dan put his arm around her and guided her to the lounge and the relative comfort of the sofa. She barely had time to sit down before another wave of pain hit her, this time even more gut wrenching.

Dan pleaded with her. “We have to get you an ambulance.”

“No. They’ll recognise the name and take you away from me. I can’t do this without you.”

“We need help, Sally. This is not something we can do on our own.”

“No, no, no. You have to get this thing out of me. You do it.”

She saw Dan recoil. “I’m not trained. It could be dangerous. I’m calling an ambulance.”

She wasn’t sure why she suggested it. Did she want the delivery to go wrong? Like most modern women, she’d been surprised to hear that women still died in childbirth. Surprised but not disturbed.

Dan pulled his mobile from his pocket and started punching in the numbers. All Sally knew was that she had to wrench that mobile from his hands. Her arms flailed away but he managed to keep her at arm’s length with his free hand. She could see him trying to withhold his own tears. But it didn’t upset her.

“Ambulance, please… The address is 19 Nugent Street, Boscastle. Please hurry. My wife’s having a baby. It’s not going well.” He could barely get those last words out as he began to cry.

He dropped the phone.

Sally stopped fighting him. Her arms fell limply to her sides.

Then Dan reached out slowly and gently and held the bump that was her stomach, as if he was holding the world’s most precious gemstone.

All the time he blubbed like a baby.

Sally couldn’t stay angry with him, with the baby, with the messed up, over-populated world any longer. She caught her breath, the air in her lungs rasping in a staccato fashion.

She added her tears to his.

More pain. So much more lacerating than the last. This one made her gasp and her eyes bulge. It killed her resistance, annihilated her fears. Maybe she would make a good mother. Maybe she could get through it. She said a silent prayer to a God she didn’t even believe in. “Please forgive me.” But, and probably for the first time, she believed in something, believed in the life that was in her womb.

Dan moved up to the sofa and enveloped her in his arms. “It’s going to be okay. It really is.”

Sally slumped forward.


Chapter 75




THEY DROVE ALONGSIDE the barren wilderness of Dartmoor. Max had read the Sherlock Holmes story, The Hound Of The Baskervilles, at school, as part of his English course. The moors sounded like a mysterious, adventurous place. This was the first time he’d seen them in real life. It was bleak heathland, the greyest shades of green he’d seen, oppressive in its lack of variety. Occasionally, granite rocks would punctuate the dark, peaty bog. But that only added to the oppressive atmosphere.

They’d made good time and were only half an hour away from Boscastle. Most of the journey was undertaken in silence. Adam was as lacking in small-talk as Max.

During the journey, Max’s thoughts flitted all over the place. Usually he was very focused on the job in hand, but today he was finding it hard to concentrate. Stenning’s phone call had been disturbing. He’d confirmed Max’s hunch about Frank’s plans, but he’d also sounded in a lot of pain.

Max’s phone rang. “Omerhodzic.”

“It’s Detective Atkins from West Midlands CID. We’ve had a murder on our patch. I’m told you need to know about it because the victim was flagged up as a relation to somebody in the Witness Protection Scheme.”

Max wasn’t in the mood for what would turn out to be an administrative matter. “What’s his name?”

“It’s an elderly woman. Helen Barnes.”

Max sat up. “How was she killed?”

“Stabbed to death. Vicious bastard, the guy who did it. Cut her all over, from head to toe. Very random. Like he was just wafting his knife around haphazardly.”

Max peered at the road ahead. They were leaving the moors behind, replaced by rolling hills, but the previous landscape’s mood lingered in the car.

“Thank you, officer.” Max put the phone back into his pocket. Like dominoes, Max felt all the ethics, even the raison d’etre of his department, toppling. It was an uncomfortable feeling for a man whose whole life, since he’d moved to England, had been defined by one success after another.

Up to this moment, there had been major failings in the WPS. But now there was a fatality. There was no way to break the news to Sally Thompson. She would be devastated. Any remaining trust between him and the couple would go completely. There were guidelines on police procedure in the case of a bereavement. But nothing covered this. He’d been so arrogant that nothing would go wrong. But Max had killed Sally’s mother as surely as if he’d held the knife. She would be alive if it wasn’t for the Witness Protection Scheme. And the WPS was Max Omerhodzic. He’d failed everybody. He was no better than the Dutch Peacekeeping Force back in Srebrenica. He’d vowed to protect people, so nobody would feel the grief his family had endured. It was a disaster. He’d failed. He had to resign.

“Are you okay, sir?”

Max turned and glared at Adam, as if he were part of the problem, then lowered his head. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Max had never felt so deflated at work. He grabbed his phone.

“Sergeant Smith, it’s Max Omerhodzic from the WPS.”

“Again?”

“Yes, again.” He was in no mood for Smith’s theatrical truculence. “I have new information. The mother of Dan Thompson’s wife, I mean Dan Wilson’s wife, has been murdered — probably by the gang leader’s brother, Frank Tong. And I suspect he’s on his way there to kill Dan. Maybe even his wife too.”

There was a pause on the other end of the phone. Max decided he couldn’t rely on Sergeant Smith to fill in the blanks.

“Sergeant, you need to protect the couple, not arrest them. They’re the ones in danger.”

“Sir, my orders are to apprehend this armed robber. Any other issues you’ll have to take up with my superior officer.”

“Gibbard.”

“Chief Superintendent Gibbard. Yes, sir.”

“I want you to wait until I get there before trying to arrest him.”

There was a sigh from Smith that came through the phone as static. Max hated those police officers for whom thinking was an unnecessary complication to the work.

“You’ll have to take it up with Superintendent Gibbard, sir.”

Max disconnected the call. He stared out the passenger window at the mist gathering at the top of one of the higher hills. They passed a flock of sheep standing, looking gormless, chewing on grass.

Max glanced at the speedometer. It read eighty miles per hour. “Can’t you drive any quicker?” he barked at Adam.

Adam looked bewildered. He obviously thought he was making good progress. “I can’t go any faster. The roads are greasy with all this drizzle. You know the guidelines, sir — make appropriate progress whilst recognising the need for restraint and safety at all times.”

“Pull over, I’ll drive.”

Adam did so and silently got out from the driver’s side. Max slipped in behind the wheel and revved the engine.

“If you feel uncomfortable, I’ll drop you at the nearest town.”

Adam frowned. “I’d like my concerns recorded.”

But before he could finish the sentence, Max had gunned the accelerator and they were off. 

If he was going down, he was going down swinging.


Chapter 76




THIS WAS HIS first siege and Smith was unsure about how to play it.

He’d had the driver park the van in a car park on Penally Hill, out of sight of the house on the seafront. There were six officers inside, two of whom were armed with Heckler and Koch PSG1 sniper rifles, another two had the same as Smith — Heckler and Koch MP5 semi-automatic carbines. 

He took the two unarmed officers with him as he walked down the hill to the village’s main pub. The landlord was brushing away the seawater from the pavement at the front. He was surprised to see them. Police officers were infrequent visitors to this sleepy little village. Smith questioned him about the couple. To the best of the landlord’s knowledge, the man and his pregnant wife were in their house. At least he hadn’t seen them out and about this morning.

Smith looked at the sea before him. Two roads stretched out into the distance, either side of the inlet. A small bridge linked the two sides, just in front of him, where the sea was at its narrowest. He focused his attention on the right hand side. He’d decided to evacuate the street and position a couple of snipers with a good view of any bid for escape the couple might make. 

His next step was to phone the house to give the man a chance to surrender without a struggle.

The man was an unknown quantity. There was no telling how he would react when confronted by armed officers. The worst scenario would be if he used his pregnant wife as a human shield. Smith didn’t want that type of confrontation.

Evacuating the street was easy enough. There were only a few houses beyond the Wilsons’. On the near side was a row of stone cottages, running perpendicular to the other dwellings, their front doors hidden from the target.

Positioning the snipers was a tricky matter. Facing the house was a narrow section of the road, the harbour wall and the sea itself. So that had to be ruled out. Luckily, the front door was not facing that way. It was in a narrow passage, facing the backs of the other cottages. The snipers would have to enter those cottages covertly and position themselves at bedroom windows.

Smith ordered the two snipers in with each of the unarmed officers who were evacuating the cottages. While the unarmed officers shepherded the inhabitants out of their homes as quietly as they could, the snipers slipped inside with their conspicuously long holdalls.

The snipers both headed for bedrooms on the upper floor of cottages that were at either end of the row, to trap the man in a cross-fire if he emerged. Their view of the target house was restricted and they would only have a clear shot if the man ventured beyond his front door.

Only when they were in place did Smith give the order for a third armed officer to position himself on the stone bridge. He would come into play if, somehow, the man evaded the two snipers in the cottages and made a run for it to his car, which was parked next to the sea wall.

The two unarmed officers then stationed themselves at the entry to the road leading up to the cottages. A couple of the cottages’ inhabitants wanted to hang around with them, curious about what was happening. The other ten or so evacuees were given refuge in the pub by the landlord, who used it as an excuse to keep watch on events.

Sergeant Smith hoped for a quick, bloodless resolution. With everybody in position and on comms, he took his own MP5 out of its bag. “This is control. Everybody in position and ready?”

A series of “checks” came back on the radio from his team.

“Okay. Am calling the house now. Standby.”

With his gun balanced on a wall, he took his mobile phone out of his pocket. He was about to tap in the number when he heard a noise.

It was a siren.

He turned to see an ambulance coming down the hill towards the pub. Smith was annoyed. All that work he’d done to assure a discreet positioning of his people and the ambulance with its wailing siren was ruining it.

The driver turned off its siren off before it reached the bottom of the hill. But then the driver gave it a quick blast to move some villagers outside the pub.

But the ambulance didn’t stop at the pub. It kept rolling towards Smith and the cordon on the road leading to the cottages. With his weapon slung over his shoulder, Smith raised a flat palm in the air to stop the driver. “Who called you?”

“There’s a woman having a baby in one of those houses.”

“Shit.” Smith thought through the procedure on a matter like this. But there wasn’t any. It was a judgement call.

Wait a minute, he had an idea. If it were successful, it might bring about an early end to the siege. There weren’t any reporters in attendance either, so there was nobody to relay what might turn out to be a controversial tactic.

“I can’t let you go in,” he said to the paramedic.

The driver was surprised. “Why not?”

“The husband is armed. He held up a petrol station earlier in the week. We’re here to take him in. Pull up by the harbour wall. I want him to see that the ambulance is here.”

The ambulance driver cocked his head to one side. “You’re using us as a bargaining tool?”

Smith couldn’t discern whether the paramedic approved or disapproved, so he took a couple of steps back, withdrew from the conversation and pointed to where he wanted the driver to park the ambulance.

It was a gamble. He held all the cards, or no cards. He should have been patient. But patience only sowed doubt.

“Standby everybody,” he said into the radio. He reached for his phone and called the house.


Chapter 77




“THE AMBULANCE STOPPED in the road. Then the paramedics got out and walked off in the opposite direction,” said Dan. He scratched the back of his neck involuntarily.

Sally was struggling with the pain, curling up as best as she could to crush it, straightening when that made it worse. Her face was pale and her eyes watered. Her lips had lost their rose colour and were a shade indistinguishable from the rest of her face.

Dan could feel his lips quiver when he turned away from the window to look at her. He wanted to be strong, to hide the turmoil inside. For God’s sake, he’d held up a petrol station only days before. That took guts. Guts that were now churning. 

The phone rang.

“Hold on, hon. That’ll be them. I bet they couldn’t find our house.” Dan raced to grab it. “Hello?”

“Hello, sir, this is the police. Is everything okay in there? I know your wife is pregnant.”

“Police? Why are you calling me? Where are the paramedics? They just walked off.” The police were here. Here for him. He was their priority, not the baby.

“They didn’t just walk off. They’re here. But I have to know it’s safe for them to enter the building.”

 “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. We didn’t have any cash. We were in the Witness Protection Scheme and our cover was blown. I had no choice. I was never going to hurt anybody. You can contact Inspector Omerhodzic. He’ll confirm my story.”

“You committed a serious crime. You’re accountable for that. You need to come out with your hands in the air. Leave your weapon behind.”

“I don’t have a weapon.” Dan was frustrated. It was like talking to a robot.

“You threatened the cashier at the petrol station.”

“That was my finger.”

“You had a gun in Blandford Forum. We know about that too.”

Dan’s chest tightened, anxiety vacuuming out his lungs. He could barely see, his eyes were so watery. “It doesn’t matter. It’s fine. I’m coming out. Please don’t hurt us.”

Sally screamed, “No, you’re not. You’re staying here with me. I’m not going through this without you.”

Dan looked at her. She was doubled up on the sofa, sweat pouring from her face. The words stuck in her throat before escaping, scratched and torn.

He turned back to the phone. “Please send the ambulance people up. We can sort this out after they’ve seen to my wife.”

“I can’t send paramedics into a potentially dangerous situation. If you want them to see to your wife, you have to give yourself up first.”

There was a smile in the police officer’s voice. But Dan was too upset to be angry. He turned to Sally. “They won’t send in the paramedics unless I go out there.”

“No!” Sally rolled off the sofa and crawled towards him. He rushed to her and sank to his knees to halt her exertions. Her eyes rolled with the extra pain. “You’re not going anywhere. If I have to pin you down myself.”

Dan held her face in his hands. He hadn’t thought she could lose any more colour but, in the last ten minutes, her skin had turned ashen, the eyes bloodshot.

“If they take you away, they’ll put you in prison. I’ll be left with the baby. What would I do?” Tears ran down her cheeks. “Keep running from Frank Tong on my own with a baby? How would that work? We’d both be dead in a week.”

She was right. But it was not as if they had an alternative. The police evidently had the place surrounded.

Was he going to have to deliver the baby? What was he to do? If he stayed with her, he might be putting the lives of Sally and the baby at risk. If he gave himself up, perhaps she was right, perhaps he was condemning Sally and the baby to death at the hands of a madman.

But surely the police would listen. Surely they wouldn’t lock him up. 

If this had happened a year ago, he would have had full confidence in the justice system. But twelve months on, he had none. He’d done his duty and where had that got them? The police couldn’t protect them. Worse, they saw him as a criminal now.

He racked his brain for a way out of the situation. But it was futile.

He could hear the tinny voice of the police officer calling him from the telephone’s speaker. After carefully lifting a very scared Sally back onto the sofa, Dan returned to the phone and lifted the receiver to his mouth.

“I’m coming out.”

He put the receiver down.

Sally had exhausted her protests. Her head sank onto her chin. Dan didn’t know if she’d let him put his arm around her. But she did, without acknowledging the comfort he wanted to provide. “I won’t let them lock me up. I’ll get the best criminal lawyer I possibly can. They won’t stand a chance.”

Sally didn’t say a word. She leaned her head on his.

After a couple of minutes, he kissed her softly and rose to his feet. Every step towards the door broke his heart more and more.

He went to turn the handle, but was thrown backwards.


Chapter 78




AFTER DISEMBARKING FROM the boat, Frank surveyed the scene on the other side of the harbour. There were a lot of police officers scurrying around with heavy weaponry. There was an ambulance, too. It would be difficult getting close enough. He needed to create a diversion.

He ventured close enough to the police cordon to hear radio chatter about the woman going into labour. It gave him an idea.

Frank sidestepped the locals and wandered in to the nearby pub. It was like wandering back in time. The landlord had plumped for mahogany furniture and wooden panelling on the walls. The upholstery was beer-stained green velvet. The effect was gloomy, the smell musty. It was how Frank liked pubs. You could feel the history of the place, sense Victorian fishermen trudging in, dressed in the traditional woollen gansey sweaters.

A few people were outside, gossiping about the police cordon, frightened enough about missing something to brave the foot-stamping cold. There was only one other customer inside — an elderly gent, either asleep or studying the contents of his beer beneath hooded eyelids. 

The landlord was too busy unpacking packets of crisps to notice Frank walk past the entrance. He didn’t have to enter the pub’s bar or lounge to get to where he was going.

He followed a sign that led him down a draughty passage with brickwork painted white. The toilets were an add-on to the main building. Inside them, the temperature wasn’t any different from outside. Frank could see his breath roll out like a cloud in front of him.

He took off his shirt and hung it up on the coat-hook attached to the back of the door. Goose pimples appeared straight away, it was very cold. The porcelain basin was freezing to the touch. There was a chip on the side he had to remember to avoid, in case he picked up an infection. Frank laid out the razor blade. From his pocket he took out a small bottle of liquid antiseptic. He shook a handful of it out and rubbed it into his face and torso. It didn’t sting as much as he expected. But it was about to.

Frank took some deep, but even, breaths. He closed his eyes to centre himself. When he opened them he stared at one of the cracked tiles. He kept staring at the jagged split until his eyes defocused.

He picked up the razor blade and ran his finger across it to check that it was sharp. A stinging sensation spread across the finger. It was sharp.

He took the shiny new blade and slowly ran it diagonally across his chest, avoiding the nipples, evenly slicing through the skin. At first, there seemed to be little damage. Then the blood oozed out, forming a bright scarlet line that went from above his armpit down and across to the other side of his stomach.

It felt so good. You couldn’t get this sensation from painting canvases.

The next stroke would hurt more. He made sure the blade was fully upright for a deeper cut and took it from just below his Adam’s apple, straight down the line of his sternum, stopping above his navel.

This was more like it. He felt the skin split more acutely. The cold air rushed into the groove and gave it a heightened sensitivity. A few nicks randomly distributed around his chest caused more flecks of blood. Each one produced a satisfying, mini spasm.

That was enough blood to pattern his shirt, so he put it back on. With his chin on his chest, he watched the cotton material slowly soak up the blood in no discernible pattern. It spread like broken capillaries on an old man’s nose.

It was time to work on the face.

He would start on the left cheek. That fleshy part of the face wouldn’t hurt as much. There was no point in starting with the most painful, enjoyable parts of the face. The pain had to get worse, not better.

He nicked the side of his cheek, it was the tiniest of cuts. Then the other cheek. The pain was building. He hardly noticed the ache of his leg, his gammy, stubby leg. He returned to the left cheek, and this time sank the blade in a good half a centimetre.

It took his breath away. 

Copious amounts of blood poured from the wound instantly, like a dripping tap, with a worn out washer that couldn’t be tightened. He needed to work quickly.

He put the blade as close to the eye without it quite touching, right on the tear duct. Very tender skin. Frank wanted to split the skin precisely there so that blood would mingle with water from his tear duct and stream down his face.

He dug the knife in and dragged it down his face. It hurt like hell. It felt like his eye was about to fall out. Instinctively, he covered his eye with his hand, ready to catch the eyeball. When the pain dissipated, he took the hand away. His eye remained in its socket. But it was a hideous site, like a surreal painting by Salvador Dali. Where the initial cut was made, the skin divided in two, each part curled up at the corners.

Next, he worked on his forehead. Lots of slashes here — left, right, up, down. The skin was his canvas, a sensory canvas. By the time he’d finished, it would look like a ploughed field.

From then on, he moved down the face in typical, clinical fashion, the blade rarely leaving his flesh. Slashing away like a hairdresser putting layers into hair. The few to the chin were unexpectedly painful. He got too close to the bone.

When he’d finished, his face was so red he looked like a burns victim but worse, because of the grooved texture. He’d even managed to split his top lip, which fattened instantly and gushed with blood.

The face was an unholy mess. It would induce right-minded people to feel sick to the bottom of their stomachs.

He was ready.


Chapter 79




A POLICE OFFICER burst in through the door, shouting: “Armed officers.” He used his gun to batter Dan around the head, then drove it into his stomach. Sally screamed. Dan fell to the ground. A knee dug into Dan’s back as the officer handcuffed him.

Dan was winded, but still managed to turn his head to the side to reassure Sally. “I’m okay,” he wheezed. “It’s going to be fine.”

Three more officers, dressed in body armour and carrying rifles, were already in the room. Their shouts of “Armed police, armed police, armed police” formed a cacophony. They pointed their guns at imaginary targets around the room till they were satisfied that it was clear. Dan wondered how anybody was meant to understand what was being said.

Dan heard a stuttering breath. Despite having the police officer’s weight on him, he managed to turn his head. Sally was breathing heavily again. When another contraction came on, she grabbed her engorged stomach, as if she were trying to push the baby out.

“Where are the paramedics? Please help her. She’s not well,” shouted Dan.

One of the police officers radioed that the room was safe and two paramedics rushed in. In green jumpsuits and carrying their equipment bags, they went straight to Sally, sinking to their knees.

“How long have you been having contractions?”

Sally struggled to answer, as she gasped for air. “A couple of hours, I think.”

The other paramedic took her blood pressure.

“She’s had severe stomach pains during the pregnancy,” Dan added, hoping it would help. The police officer seemed to take this as an act of defiance and hauled Dan to his feet.

“Take him away,” said the officer who appeared to be in charge.

“No,” Sally cried.

“Who’s in charge?” asked Dan.

“I am.”

“What’s your name?”

“Sergeant Smith.”

“Sergeant, please let me stay for the birth. Please. I’m not going anywhere. That’s my baby. Please.”

Smith didn’t look like he had much time for compassion. Dan feared the worst. “Okay. Till it’s born.”

“Thank you.”

The paramedics continued to fuss around Sally in a way that suggested there was something wrong. They foraged in their bags, lining up implements Dan didn’t recognise, but looked medieval in the number of protruding prongs. Dan didn’t wait for his “guard” to give him permission. He wriggled free from the officer and dashed over to Sally and the paramedics.

“Aren’t you taking her to hospital?”

“It’s too late. We’ll have to deliver the baby here.”

Sally screamed in pain. “Give me drugs. Please give me drugs. I want an epidural. Get this thing out of me.”

The paramedic rummaged around in his bag. “We can’t give you an epidural. We need an anaesthetist for that.”

The other paramedic was examining Sally. “She’s five centimetres dilated.”

Sally groaned.

The paramedics were obviously stressed, working as fast as they could. They seemed well equipped, but not for this. Dan tried to read every expression. Even with his lack of medical knowledge, he could tell that, for these trained medics, this was going to be no ordinary delivery.

The older, more senior, paramedic with grey hair, fixed his gaze on Sally. “Sally, I need you to start pushing. Just like they taught you in the classes.”

“I didn’t go to any classes.”

“Okay, you need to push from your bottom.”

“I can’t.”

Dan held her hand. She squeezed it tightly. He didn’t know what to say or do. He was helpless. He tried to reassure her. “You can do it, Sally.”

She looked up at him accusingly. “I’m trying. But I can’t.” Sally howled in pain again. “Please get it out of me.”

The paramedic spoke gently, “Let’s start by panting. Short, sharp breaths, Sally.”

Sally did as she was she told.

“Good. Keep doing that. Now when I say ‘push’, I want you to push.”


Chapter 80




SALLY PANTED.

“PUSH!” the paramedic urged her.

Sally screwed up her face and heaved. Dan felt the blood drain from his face. He was living every moment with her.

“That’s good.” The paramedic encouraged her, engaging her eyes. “Really good. And again. Ready. Push.”

This carried on for twenty minutes. Such was the extreme effort Sally put in, Dan feared that each push would be her last. Her body was covered in sweat. But it was a cold sweat, her body temperature was falling. The baby didn’t want to come out. He could see the top of its head, their baby’s head. But it had stalled, as if having second thoughts, waiting for guarantees that its life to come would be worth the effort. 

“It’s coming,” cried the paramedic.

Dan sneaked a peek and saw the baby’s facial features emerging. Dan wanted to be ecstatic but his concern for Sally’s fading strength stole his joy.

The paramedic took her pulse. He and his colleague exchanged worried looks. Dan gleaned that all was not well. But he didn’t dare say anything, in case he worried Sally. He stroked her hair.

“It’s going to be all right, darling. The baby’s nearly out.”

She nodded at him more, it seemed, in hope than expectation.

The paramedics appeared to be trying to communicate with each other without talking, presumably not to alarm the patient.

The paramedic took a syringe out of his bag and plunged it into the top of a bottle, drawing the liquid from it. “Sally, we’re going to inject you with something to help.”

Dan wanted to know why, but didn’t want to worry Sally.

The paramedic injected Sally. She winced.

“We need to push again, Sally. We need you to push harder this time.”

Sweat was pouring off her. It came out of her skin and dripped onto the floor. Dan could barely keep hold of her hand — it was covered entirely by a film of water.

Sally groaned and moaned and pushed. That’s when Dan saw her flesh tear.

The baby came out all at once as a slimy mess. But through the blood, transparent-looking skin and filmy white covering there was a human being in miniature — a boy with tiny hands and feet.

Dan was instantly overcome. He hugged Sally. “It’s a boy, baby. It’s a little baby boy. You’re amazing. I can’t believe it. You’re amazing.”

He hoped she would smile, even through the pain — that her accomplishment would kill the pain. But, instead, her eyes started flickering, then closed.

And even though the baby looked healthy, the paramedics were busier than ever. While one of them scooped up the newborn and cleaned him up, the other continued working on Sally. The baby’s cries of protestation mixed with Sally’s renewed groans. Her eyes remained shut. Dan turned to the paramedic. “What are you doing to her?”

“Her cervix is torn.”

That’s when Dan noticed the blood that was streaming from Sally’s vagina. The paramedic was brutal in his efficiency, with both hands inside her.

Dan tried to distract her. “Look at your new son, Sally.” But it was as if she couldn’t focus. The paramedic holding the baby played along, while still checking the newborn’s vital signs.

Dan held his wife close. “He’s so beautiful. Look at him, darling. You did that.”

But Sally was lost in her pain. Her eyes flickered and occasionally she seemed to try and focus on the child. There was a faint smile but it didn’t last long. Dan held her tighter. “Stay with me, Sally. Please. Stay with me.”

The paramedic was running out of swabs and anything else he could put inside Sally to try and stop the bleeding.

“What blood type is she?”

“A-positive,” replied Dan.

The paramedic didn’t do anything. Maybe he was storing up the information for when they reached the hospital. He held the swabs in place, not letting go, not looking up. There was an uneasy silence. Even the police officers were holding their breath.

Eventually the paramedic looked up and nodded. “I think we’ve stemmed it.”

But that was of little comfort to Dan. Sally still looked weak and colourless.

“We can take her to the hospital now.”

The paramedic cleaned Sally up the best he could. Her eyes opened. Closed. Then opened again.

Dan kissed her. “Are you all right? Sally, are you all right?” But she was too exhausted to speak. She nodded at him.

The paramedic brought the baby closer, within a foot. Sally paused, as if unable to recognise it at first. She stretched out a finger and gently touched it on the lips. Dan noticed they shared the same curvy top lip. Sally smiled with her mouth and her eyes. “He’s beautiful.”

“Yes, he is.” Dan stroked Sally’s sodden hair and the baby’s thin locks.

“Right, we need to take you in.” The steel in Sergeant Smith’s voice seemed to make a point of saying that he hadn’t been affected by this interlude and justice had to be done.

Dan squeezed his wife’s hand. There was no use in protesting anymore. Even Sally appeared to accept their fate. She nodded at him.

Dan was led away. Over his shoulder, he took one last look at his wife and newborn son. He wondered when he’d see them again.


Chapter 81




AS THEY EMERGED into the gloomy mist, Dan saw a small group of villagers standing outside the pub. They were all staring at him. He bowed his head to avoid their collective glare. But, with handcuffs pinching his wrists, he might as well have been wearing a big neon sign saying “villain”. A police officer led him by the arm — part captive, part trophy — in the direction of a waiting car.

Dan kept glancing over his shoulder. There was no sign of Sally. This was so wrong, he should be at her side. They had a little baby boy. But that was no consolation if Sally wasn’t well. They had both taken the pregnancy for granted. It had been stupid to go on the run in her condition. Completely stupid. She’d been so brave to wave off any pain she’d had, and he’d been so foolish not to see that her gesture had been bravado, plain and simple.

His thoughts were interrupted. A shout reverberated around the harbour. A cry of anguish.

Dan looked up and saw a man lying prostrate on the road. A solitary figure, completely still, on his back, hands spread out. He was away from the main crowd of onlookers, down by the side of the pub. An old man with a white beard and wellington boots broke away from the onlookers in front of the pub to see if he could help. But when he was within sight, the old man had to look away. He held his stomach and covered his face in distress.

Two police officers rushed up to attend to the man on the ground. One of them put his ear close to the man’s mouth, either to hear what he was saying, or to check if he was still breathing.

Dan wasn’t close enough to see what the problem was, but from a distance the man’s face appeared very red. The officer escorting Dan stopped, as did everybody else.

The officers were crouched over the man for what seemed like for ever. Then one of them stood up and rushed towards the house. Dan took a look over his shoulder to follow the officer, in time to see the two paramedics pushing Sally out of the house in a wheelchair. She was attached to a drip but her eyes were open and she held the baby comfortably.

The police officer ran up to the paramedics. Dan could just about make out what he said: “He needs help. It’s hideous. Come quickly.” One of the paramedics clutched his bag and ran to the scene of the supine body, leaving Sergeant Smith and the other paramedic to look after Sally.

Dan turned to his two guards. “Can we go over there so I can be with my wife, please?”

The surly officer tugged on his arm. “No. You’re in custody, mate.” There was no point in arguing with him. Dan knew he wouldn’t appreciate the intricacies of their story. He had no option but to stand and wait.

He looked over his shoulder again at Sally and the baby. He marvelled at the tender way in which she was holding him. There was a gentle protectiveness to her posture. He detected a smile slowly spread across her face. The next time she looked up, he made sure she saw his face beaming back at her.

They hadn’t even decided on a name. That would occupy him, he would think of names. He wished he was playing that particularly wonderful game with Sally right now.

He was wrenched from his reverie by one of the paramedics rushing past him. The man fetched a stretcher from the ambulance, with the help of a police officer, and rolled it back over the uneven road to where the figure lay prone.

The paramedic spent time dressing and carefully bandaging the man’s face. Then he and the police officer lifted him onto the stretcher and wheeled him to the ambulance. Dan assumed it was a man but it could have been a woman. They didn’t wheel the stretcher close enough to see, although Dan did catch a glimpse of the head, which was wrapped thoroughly, with the tiniest holes for nostrils and eyes.

The two paramedics lifted the man’s stretcher into the ambulance. The police officer who had helped the man was visibly shaken. He walked over to Sally and Sergeant Smith, pulling the sergeant aside. As they talked, the officer kept shaking his head in what looked like disbelief. The sergeant stared, incredulous at what he was hearing.

After he’d finished, the officer and paramedic led Sally, holding the baby, into the ambulance. As they moved, she looked ever so nurturing of the little one, like she was cradling a bundle of loose eggs. Inside the ambulance, she sat opposite the man on the stretcher. There was enough time for Dan to exchange a gratified look with her, take her mind away from the vision of the bandaged man in front of her. The reflective rear doors closed.

The police officer was still talking to Sergeant Smith. He was describing something with his hands. Sergeant Smith didn’t wait for him to finish, striding over to Dan, as his colleague was still gesticulating. Even from this distance, Dan could see that Smith was boiling with rage. As he got closer, he walked faster.

“We know what we’re dealing with now, you piece of shit. Why did you do it?”

“I told you. We had no money. And we couldn’t use our—“

“Not that. His face! Why?”

The ambulance pulled away. The sirens began wailing and the small crowd of onlookers at the local pub took a step back from the edge of the pavement.

“What face?”

“The man’s face. The one you butchered. The police officer.”

“I didn’t butcher anybody’s face. I didn’t. What are you talking about? Why would I do that?”

Sergeant Smith sneered in disbelief. “Two of my officers have never seen anything like it. The bloke’s face is ripped to pieces. There’s skin hanging off him.”

Dan was confused. He was tired and emotional. Only minutes ago he’d watched the traumatic birth of his son. He couldn’t cope with this, he couldn’t think logically. He knew he didn’t do it but he didn’t have the energy to think it through. He could only keep repeating the same mantra.

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it.”

But was he the only person who believed that?


Chapter 82




MAX WAS DRIVING too fast for the upcoming turn. He feathered the brake, then stomped on it. The car skidded on the wet road, overshooting the junction, but halted before it hit the sea wall. A group of people were stood outside the pub; a couple of middle-aged men with beer bellies cheered at the display.

An ambulance gave a quick blast of its siren as it manoeuvred its way around the stationary car and sped up the hill.

Max waited for it to pass, put the car into first and drove the short distance up to the police cordon at the entrance to the harbour road. The officer manning it let him through when Adam flashed his ID card. Max glimpsed Dan, surrounded by armed officers. He used the car’s door frame to launch himself out of the vehicle, and ran up to Dan.

Dan’s eyes lit up. “Talk to him. Talk to him. He’ll tell you everything.”

For the first time, Max noticed the handcuffs shackling Dan. He looked him in the eye. “I understand why you ran. I do. I’d probably have done the same.”

Dan nodded, appreciating Max’s understanding of the predicament.

“Who’s in charge?” Max asked.

One of the officers had been watching the conversation with amused intent. He stepped forward. “And you are?” 

“Inspector Max Omerhodzic. Witness Protection Unit.”

“That’s a mouthful.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Sergeant Smith. I’m in charge of this operation.”

“We talked on the phone. It’s a complex case, sergeant, I want to help.”

The sergeant became less belligerent, but even more adamant. “Not complex at all. I don’t report to you, sir. My orders are to arrest this man for the armed robbery of a petrol station on the night of the fourteenth. I hear he’s also wanted for illegal possession of a firearm, illegal discharging of a firearm, and in the last hour, you can now add to that ‘causing grievous bodily harm’, maybe even ‘attempted murder’.”

Max took a couple of steps back. He swung his head around. Had he landed on another planet? He pointed at Dan. “This man here? Attempted murder?”

“Yes.”

Max fixed his stern eyes on Dan. “Well?”

“I don’t know anything about it. I didn’t do anything. I was looking after Sally.”

Max turned to Smith and impatiently crossed his arms. “Who’s making these allegations?”

“You just missed him. We found a man, a police officer. He was in such a bad way our priority was to get him to hospital. His face had been carved to pieces. Never seen anything like it. It was barbaric.”

“Carved?”

“Yes.”

“With a knife?”

“Looked like a sharp implement, yes. He was rambling. Didn’t know his own name. He had his police ID — a Sergeant Stenning. Obviously got too close to this monster.”

“Where is he?”

“He was taken away in the ambulance.”

“That’s not a police officer, that’s Frank Tong.”

A larger wave licked the harbour wall. 

Dan panicked. “Oh my God. Sally’s in the same ambulance.”

The skin on Max’s face rippled, as if the freezing cold wave from the wintry ocean had rolled over him. He turned and frantically waved at Adam, telling him to get back into the car. He swivelled back to Sergeant Smith. “Get on your radio, get your people to stop that ambulance.”

“Why?”

“That man is Frank Tong. He’s a killer.”

“So how did he get those knife injuries to his face?”

“He did it himself.”

“I saw it. Nobody could do that to himself.”

“Shut up and do as I say. You don’t know Frank Tong.”

The sergeant was slow to assess the information.

“We don’t have time for you to think, sergeant. Get on that radio now. You’re making the police force look ridiculous.”

Max sprinted to his car, leaving Dan with an uncomfortable Sergeant Smith. After a stubborn hiatus, Smith took out his phone and made a call.

“It’s Sergeant Smith. Is he there?… Sir, we have a development. A man, not sure of his identity, arrived on the scene with his face slashed to pieces, claiming that our man here had assaulted him.”

Dan became agitated. This was bureaucracy gone mad. He interrupted Smith. “Stop the ambulance. Please. Stop the ambulance and work it out later.”

Smith put a forbidding hand up to Dan’s face and carried on talking on the phone. “That Witness Protection Unit bloke, he says the man is Frank Tong and he did it himself. Having seen the injuries, sir, I find it hard to believe anybody could do that to himself. Nobody has that kind of pain threshold. He wants us to stop the ambulance with Mrs Thompson and this man in it.”

“Please stop the ambulance,” Dan chipped in. 

But Smith only showed annoyance at Dan’s pleading and waited for his superior’s reply.

“Yes, sir… Yes, sir.”

Smith put the phone back in his pocket.

“What are you going to do?”

“Control is putting a call through to the ambulance to check if everything is okay.”

It wasn’t enough. Dan knew it wasn’t enough. He didn’t have faith in anybody anymore. But Max was his best bet. He ran towards Max’s car. “Wait!”

An officer chased after him. With his hands still cuffed behind his back, Dan was a slow moving target. The officer dived towards him, wrestling him to the ground. Dan’s ribs were the first part of him to hit the tarmac. And they hit it hard. But he didn’t care about the pain. He lifted his head to watch Max’s car speed off into the distance, and with it his hopes of saving his wife and child.


Chapter 83




MAX WAS IMPRESSED — Adam had wasted no time. He’d dialled the address of the local hospital into the car’s satnav. The ambulance would follow the fastest route and the BMW 5 series would easily outpace it.

Max absentmindedly played with his phone. It was one thing catching the ambulance, if they could, it was another extracting Sally and the baby from the clutches of this mad man.

He checked his holster to make sure it was unbuttoned. There was no point in reasoning with Frank Tong. He was unpredictable and could change his mind from moment to moment. He had to be fully prepared to use the gun.

If his family’s experience in Bosnia had given him anything, it was a sense of pragmatism. He knew that in this kind of situation the chances of a completely successful outcome were close to zero. 

And he couldn’t let the fact that there was a baby involved affect his judgement. The baby was just another hostage, albeit a small and vulnerable one. In one way, babies had the advantage of being smaller collateral, less likely to be hit.

Also praying on his mind was the fact that he’d never carried out an armed assault with Adam before. He’d seen his scores from the training school and his tutor’s comments, they were first class. But would he understand Max’s approach? If he didn’t there could be trouble.

“Have you carried out an armed assault before?”

“In training, yes.”

Max briefly considered leaving Adam in the car. But that would look bad if things went wrong. It would look like Max was underusing the resources at his disposal.

“I don’t do things like they do in training. I don’t wait if there’s a stand-off. Most officers do that so they can’t be blamed if they don’t fire the first shot. For me, the first shot is the only one that counts. Why give the advantage to your adversary? I want the first shot. I look for it. Do you understand?”

Adam nodded vigorously. But did he actually understand? Or was he trying to please his boss?

“There is a newborn baby involved. That doesn’t come into our considerations at all. It mustn’t. You must not hesitate. If you have a shot and fail to take it because you look at the child, that will be disastrous. You must take the shot. If you hit the child, that is unfortunate, but it’s a consequence of this kind of situation. Understand?”

Again, Adam nodded. Max hoped that somehow it wouldn’t come down to a standoff. He had no faith in Adam’s judgement.

Max’s phone rang.

“It’s Sergeant Smith. We called the ambulance driver. Everything’s fine. He wasn’t under any duress.”

Max didn’t know what to say. Smith obviously rated himself as a psychologist, able to detect from somebody’s voice whether he was in trouble.

Before he could reply, Max spotted the ambulance by the side of the country road, on the brow of a hill. Against a backdrop of fields and hedgerow, a solitary emergency vehicle. One back door was open, swinging aimlessly.

Max put the phone back up to his mouth. “We’ve found the ambulance.”

“Where are you? Don’t make a move till we can give you support. Give me—“

Max ended the call and quickly signalled for Adam to pull in some twenty yards behind the ambulance.

They didn’t have the element of surprise, so they had to move at speed. As soon as the car came to a stop, they stepped out and drew their guns in one movement. Max aimed the gun with both hands and positively marched in the direction of the ambulance.

He glanced back at Adam, who lagged behind him. His gun was drawn too but he was creeping up on the ambulance. Max impatiently flicked his head to tell him to hurry up. Adam gulped but increased his pace.

It was hard to tell what was waiting for them inside the ambulance. The interior was dark, no lights shone.

When Max was ten yards away from the vehicle, he sprinted towards it and slammed his body into the back door. He waited as Adam copied his boss and ran up to the other door, which remained shut. His back hugged it, he held his gun up by his head.

Max nodded at Adam, swung round, and pointed his gun inside. His eyes took a moment to adjust, the pupils enlarging to grab more light.

There were two bodies on the floor. The paramedics, in their green all-in-ones, were sprawled out, lifeless.

Max jumped inside and checked for pulses. There were none. They were dead. He shook his head at Adam, who had circled the ambulance to cover anybody at the wheel or in the cabin.

Max leapt down from the vehicle and took his phone out again. He dialled and waited for an answer.

“Sergeant Smith.”

“Two paramedics dead. No sign of anybody else.”

While Max waited for an answer, his phone beeped. Another caller was waiting. “I’ll call you back,” he told Smith.

Max took the other call. “Max Omerhodzic.”

“Frank Tong.”

Max waited a moment, as if crouched over his chess pieces, deciding on a strategy. “Hello, Frank. Thank you for calling.”

“I don’t need the woman. I don’t need the baby. I want him.”

“That will be difficult.”

But Frank was too long in the tooth to fall for delaying tactics like those. “I’ll ring in three hours to give you details of the swap.”

Then the line went dead. It was an abrupt end to a perfunctory conversation. Max’s sense of realism returned with a crushing thought — these things never went well.


Chapter 84




MAX STRODE PAST the superintendent’s secretary. She didn’t have a chance to open her mouth before he had a hand on the office’s door handle. He opened the door and swept in.

The superintendent looked up briefly from his paperwork. The two had never met, had carried out their collaboration over the Thompsons/Wilsons fiasco over the phone. Max felt certain the man had been warned about his presence in the building.

“Why have you locked up Dan Thompson?”

The superintendent was deliberately slow to put aside the folder he was writing in. “Because he committed an armed robbery. That’s what we do, lock up criminals. It’s what the public want us to do. And they pay our wages.” He put his elbows on his over-sized desk, clasped his hands together and leaned on them with his chin.

Max was in no mood for amateur dramatics. “I don’t know you, superintendent, but you’ve already made one serious mistake. There are two paramedics dead who might not be dead if you’d acted quicker.”

Max had never spoken to a senior officer like this before. But, to his own surprise, he didn’t care about the consequences.

“Do I know you that you can talk to me like that? If we’re talking about mistakes, you could write a book about them.” The superintendent leaned back. “You’re not English, are you? Polish? Well done for getting where you have. Must have been hard. It’s a shame that this is where your career path ends. There are ways of behaving in our police force, Omerhodzic.”

Was it only sub-standard officers who rose through the ranks, Max thought? Previously, he’d been too busy picking up tips for when he made the rank of superintendent to think about these people critically. But promotion wasn’t on the menu now. Finally, he could see Julian’s point of view. Some of these creatures hid behind their knowledge of Microsoft Powerpoint, their ability to work a room and to give good interviews. It was called spin. A skilled practitioner could sound knowledgeable while talking complete pap. Julian had said that Max would never reach superintendent. Max had always wanted to prove him wrong. But now he saw Julian’s words for what they were — a compliment.

The only way to hurt these people, to manipulate them, was to hit them where it hurt — in their careers.

“Frank Tong called me. He wants to swap the mother and baby for Mr Thompson.”

Superintendent Gibbard sighed condescendingly. “We don’t do such things, you know that.”

“I do. But can you see the headlines in the local newspaper? Mother and newborn child murdered — superintendent did nothing. I bet the nationals pick it up.”

Max enjoyed watching Gibbard’s blood drain away from his face.

“I don’t think your career could recover from such an incident. In fact, your career path would suddenly turn into crazy paving. Sure, everybody in the force would come out and defend you. But, behind closed doors, they would discuss it. Your career would be permanently blotted by it. And you would be retired out of the force at the earliest convenience.”

Gibbard shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. But his expression remained fixed. Senior officers invariably had a talent for not betraying their emotions with their face. Too bad that he had already done so with his fidgety arse.

There was a long silence. Gibbard waited. It wasn’t to make him feel uneasy, Max realised. It was because Gibbard didn’t have the flair to get himself out of this hole. He was waiting for Max to hand him the rope.

“This is what I would do in your position.” The superintendent leaned forward, hanging on Max’s every word. Though he would never admit it. “Release Mr Thompson on police bail, pending further enquiries. Then he’s free to do as he pleases. I’ll handle the swap with his wife and baby — if he wants to go through with it. If it goes wrong, you knew nothing about it.”

The superintendent let the nail on his thumb slide between his front teeth as he thought about the proposition.

“For that to work, I can’t let any of my officers help you. You’ll be on your own.”

That made sense for the superintendent, but would hamper Max’s ability to effect a happy outcome. Not that there was much chance of that anyway. “Agreed. That’s the way we do it.”

“If things go wrong, I’ll deny that we ever had this conversation.”

“You won’t need to deny anything. I will never mention this conversation to anybody.”

If the operation was a success, Max expected Superintendent Gibbard to pipe up and take as much credit as he could. But if it was a failure, Gibbard would be the first in line of the Brutuses. What did the CIA call it? “Deniable accountability” — a charming, clinical phrase. That was the way of the career policeman.

Max was reluctantly shown to the cells by Sergeant Smith. His curmudgeonly attitude didn’t impress. Why did some people who had made a mistake try and make others suffer for it?

They arrived at the cell that kept Dan confined. Smith opened the door. The cell had all the character of a large cupboard but with a bench and a small, exposed toilet at the far end.

Dan jumped to his feet.

“Sit down,” Max ordered. With Dan in his febrile state, this wasn’t going to be easy. He needed to be calm and controlled during the coming hours.

But Dan couldn’t sit down. Although, Max conceded, sitting or standing, there was no ideal way to receive the news that you were, in all likelihood, about to die.


Chapter 85




MAX WOULDN’T SUGARCOAT the pill. Dan was going to find out it was made of cyanide at some point. Max could lie, raise his expectations, fool him, tell him everybody would live happily ever after. But it was time to be realistic. If he hyped him up, he might get carried away. Somehow, he needed Dan to control his emotions. And there was no better way to control someone’s emotions than by ripping all hope from his mind.

Max sat down on the bench. Eventually, understanding that Max wouldn’t begin talking until he also sat down, Dan followed.

“Frank Tong called me. Your wife and baby are alive. He wants to exchange them for you.”

Dan was excited. “Yes, of course. Fine. I’ll do it.”

Max had expected this kind of eagerness. It was time for the pill. It wasn’t cyanide after all, he thought, it had different ingredients. This one was a sedative.

“It is unlikely that any ‘exchange’ will go well. The statistics are not good.”

“I don’t care about me. Just save Sally and the baby.”

Max wanted to smile at Dan’s attempt to play the Hollywood hero. It was laudable. It was genuine and heartfelt, and something with which Max could play along. But it didn’t alter the fact that the end result was going to be messy.

“Only Adam and I will accompany you to the handover point. And knowing Frank Tong, it won’t be easy for us to get close. He’ll choose a location where he can see us approaching. He’ll insist on separating us from you. Which means he will kill you.”

Max knew Dan didn’t care about the threat to his own mortality. He was a good father and husband, and he was impatient for the important information.

“But you’ll protect Sally and the baby?”

“If Frank breaks cover and gives us a target, then yes. Otherwise, we have to hope he has no inclination to kill the whole family. It would be easy for him to kill all three of you, if he wanted to. I don’t want to lie to you.”

The bleakness of the prognosis hit Dan. He shook his head in despair. “So you’re saying that even handing me over to Frank is no guarantee of my family’s safety.”

“That is what I’m saying.”

“Do we have any other options?”

Max paused. Had he missed anything? No. This was the appalling reality of their situation. “We have no other options.”

Dan clenched his fists and stood up again.

“Then get more police officers.”

“I can’t. We’re not supposed to be doing this. It isn’t sanctioned by the local police. It was all I could do to get you out on bail.”

“Can’t you tell Tong that you insist on choosing the location?”

“We could try but he wouldn’t let us. We have no bargaining chips.”

Dan folded his arms, then unfolded them. “Isn’t there anything else we can do?”

“No.”

Max watched Dan unwind. He lost the need to keep moving. His legs lost their strength and he all but fell onto the bench. His jaw hung down. He looked like a man who was beyond crying, as if he were silently grieving for lives already lost.

“Frank is calling in twenty minutes.”

Max rose to his feet. Dan slowly stood up. Max felt the need to say something reassuring, but he couldn’t. It wasn’t in Max’s nature. He knew it would come out wrong. “We’ll wait for the call in the car.”

They walked past Sergeant Smith, still refusing to show any sympathy. Max made sure he stood between Smith and Dan Thompson as they walked by, to shield him from the officer’s disapproving gaze.

Adam was waiting for them in the car park. He got out of the car, opened a rear passenger door and waited for Dan to get in.

All three of them sat there and waited. The sun, fighting the pervasive clouds, was sinking, dragging the dour day with it.

Max’s phone rang.


Chapter 86




DAN STRAINED FORWARD in the rear passenger seat to eavesdrop on the call. He could just about make out the words escaping from the gap between the phone and Max’s ear.

“You have half an hour to get to the beach at Chapel Porth. I’ll call you then.”

The phone went dead.

Adam started typing “Chapel Porth” into the satnav the moment he heard it. “Says half an hour journey time.”

Dan sank back into his seat. He knew he should leave it to the professionals, and he had fully mulled over Max’s prognosis. He was under no illusions, there was little chance of everybody coming out of this alive — so long as the right people came out alive — Sally and the baby.

But he wanted to do something. In fact, if there was little chance of success, all the more reason for him to take the lead. Max and Adam might be the professionals, but this was just a job to them. His wife and child were out there.

But what could he do? His new role as a criminal had only just begun. He had no skills to fall back on. He’d fired a gun for the first time and missed abysmally. He’d been beaten to a whimpering husk, ultimately only saved by Sally pushing over the Welsh dresser. How was he suddenly going to thwart this crazy Frank Tong?

Dan thought of every film he’d seen that included fighting. He liked the Bourne films and had found out that the fight scenes used mainly jiu jitsu. It involved close contact fighting, with fast hands aiming at vulnerable areas, things such as pressure points, whatever they were. But that was the limit of his knowledge. He’d read books about the heroics of the Special Air Service and the Navy Seals, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember any of the combat methods.

He remembered being bullied at school — the impotence of standing in the playing fields as a bigger boy slapped him with contempt. Slapped him and laughed at him. Frank Tong was laughing at him.

Perhaps research would help. Dan took out his smartphone and accessed the internet. Apparently “Chapel Porth” was a car park and a beach, not much more than that. Hardly even a beach. Two cliffs bookended a sliver of sand. It was popular with surfers. Although, they’d have to be brave, keen or stupid to venture out on this cold February day.

 Then he googled fighting techniques, landing on a site about jiu jitsu. He read it as fast as he could, skipping the intro that talked about it being a martial art used by ancient samurai. He found illustrations of techniques such as joint-locks and choke-holds. The front snap punch seemed easy enough, just a jab, like in boxing. The trick seemed to be in twisting your hip to gain extra speed and power, without losing your balance.

He flicked down the page on his touch-screen. There were so many techniques — the Lion Killer Choke, the Roundhouse To Plexus, the Rice Bale Throw, Shoulder Dislocations, the Indian Death Lock. He cherry-picked the ones that would be most useful or, more realistically, those which seemed easiest to do. The knife defences might come in handy, but the Tiger Canes Pattern would be beyond him. He visualised each move in his head. He pretended he’d been doing it for years. It was a long shot that he’d remember any of this, or that he’d have the opportunity, or be in the right position, to make use of them. But doing something was better than doing nothing.

After a speedy, near-silent journey of about twenty minutes, the car turned right and there it was: a long, straight road, at the very end of which was the sea. The two cliffs either side made the water look trapped. Dan put his phone back in his pocket.

“Slow down,” Max said.

Adam slowed the car to around twenty miles per hour. Either side of the road was flat, green scrubland. It made the road appear longer than it was and like a funnel. No need to focus, the environment was doing that for them.

Dan leaned forward, in the back.

“Where are they?” Dan asked.

Either Max didn’t want to answer him, or he couldn’t. Instead, he spoke to Adam. “Drive into the car park. We don’t need to hide.”

Adam slowed the car right down as the beach rose on the horizon. The car park was on the left. 

It looked empty. 

Adam turned the wheel and pulled into it.

As soon as they were in the car park, the right hand side of the car was in full view of anybody on the beach. Only a small, knee-high stone wall separated the car park from the sand. Dan half hoped that Frank had a sniper rifle and would kill him now, then let Sally and the baby free. It would be simple and quick.

“Pull up right at the back of the car park, but pointing at the beach.” Adam did as Max told him. He turned the car three sixty and brought it to a halt.

Not a single person in that car was prepared for the sight that assaulted their eyes.
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AT FIRST, NOBODY could quite make it out. Initially, the image didn’t make sense to Max’s brain, so it had trouble decoding it. It was not what he expected. Not what anybody could have expected. The shapes have to make sense to the mind. Then it can label what it sees. His mind was having trouble labelling what it could see. Max examined the details of the scene before him.

It was a long beach. The tide was coming in, but was still at least a quarter of a mile from the car park. In the distance was a boat, anchored. What looked like a rope ran from the bow towards the shore. What the rope was attached to at the other end was a mystery. It was an indistinct bundle.

Max reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a pair of binoculars. He raised the binoculars to his eyes and looked. What he saw shocked him.

“What is it?” begged Dan, leaning forward in the gap between the two front seats, straining for a closer view.

It tested Max’s resolve not to hide anything from Dan. But how could he let him see this? His wife sat in a chair, strapped to it, holding the baby, whilst the sea lapped around her calves. Thick rope was attached to the chair and led back to the boat.

“What is it? Let me see,” insisted Dan, with one hand already on the binoculars.

“I should warn you—“ But before Max could finish, Dan had snatched the binoculars. As Dan raised the binoculars to his eyes, Max turned round and raised his arms over the headrest of his seat, prepared for what might happen next.

Dan looked through the binoculars. 

He pulled them away for a moment, to see if the instrument was playing tricks on his eyes. A solitary tear streamed down his cheek until it reached his chin, where it spread but clung on. He raised the binoculars again. 

His lips tightened and quivered.

Then he gritted his teeth and his hand shot towards the door handle. But Max was ready for him. He grabbed Dan by the throat and pinned him to the back seat. Dan couldn’t move. His eyes bulged as Max secured his grip.

“You move and he kills them both.”

Dan stopped breathing so hard and his body went limp. His shoulders lowered. He nodded at Max and handed the binoculars back. Max let go of Dan’s neck and took another look at the magnified scene.

He had to admire Frank, it was a perfect set-up — one dreamt up by a mad man, but perfect nonetheless. Any wrong move on their part would see Frank power the boat away from the shore and drag Sally and the baby to a death by drowning.

Max was aware that Frank would be working to a tight schedule. He would have to ensure that the whole handover took place quickly. The coastguard would never find him if it took, say, less then ten minutes. Any longer and he’d risk capture.

Through the binoculars, Max panned across and refocused on the boat. It bobbed up and down. He couldn’t see any life on the vessel, not on deck, not through the windows of the cabin. Did Frank have a gun trained on the mother and baby as well? Too many variables. It was a horrible situation that made Max queasy. 

The boat was about a hundred yards from the chair, as close as it could possibly get to the shore without running aground.

Not only did Frank have the upper hand, Max realised they had the wrong weapons. He chastised himself for not grabbing a couple of the sniper rifles from the local force’s marksmen. Not that Gibbard would have let him. He and Adam only had handguns. And at this distance, they were useless. The Glocks they were carrying only had an effective range of fifty metres.

It was as he feared, the initiative wasn’t his. There was nothing to do but react to Frank when he made his move.

“Call the coastguard,” he told Adam. “Tell them to standby to track a vessel currently moored in Porth Chapel. But tell them that, under no circumstances, should they do anything yet. He’ll have radar on that boat.”

Adam called them on his phone and briefed the coastguard.

Max wondered why Frank was still waiting. He was wasting time. What was he up to?

Max’s phone rang.
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“I CAN SEE you. Can you see me?” Frank was teasing him. That wasn’t very like Frank, which was a dangerous sign. When people exhibited consistent behaviour their future actions were easier to predict. When they didn’t, Max didn’t know what to expect.

“We’re here,”

“Did you bring anybody else with you?”

Should Max keep him guessing, kid him into thinking that reinforcements were on the way? It might make him nervous. It might hurry him into making a mistake. But this was a man who had sliced up his own face. Best to play it straight down the middle.

“There’s me, my colleague and Dan Thompson. I tried to get more men but they wouldn’t sanction this kind of rescue operation.”

Max wished he hadn’t used the phrase “rescue operation”. Although his mastery of English was usually exemplary, occasionally he’d let himself down.

“‘Rescue operation?’ This isn’t an operation. Don’t fool yourself.”

Max wasn’t going to have his mistake rammed down his throat. He interrupted Frank: “Mr Thompson is on bail. That’s as much co-operation as I could get. He’s willing to do the swap. How do you propose we do this?”

“I want him to walk out to the boat.”

“He’ll drown.”

“He’ll have to swim the last thirty. He can swim I take it?”

Max turned round to Dan. “Can you swim?”

Dan nodded.

Max put the phone back to his ear. “He can swim. When can we fetch the woman and child?”

“When he’s on the boat, I’ll disconnect the rope. You’ll see it go slack. That’s when you can take her away. Before that, I don’t want to see you or your colleague venture beyond the stone wall. Understand? I’m going to kill him, but I want to make good my escape first.”

“I understand. I’d like to keep this line open so I can talk to you and prevent any misunderstandings.”

But the line went dead. Max put the phone back in his pocket. It would be the last time he used it before this was over. Max took a last look at the vista in front of him, then said, “Okay, everybody out of the car.”

The three of them got out.

Max grabbed Dan by the shoulders and fixed his gaze on him. “Look at me.” Dan kept sneaking looks at the scene in the distance, glancing at his wife and baby, sitting on a chair with the water now splashing against Sally’s knees. Max knew the chair could topple over at any moment, with Sally still tied to it. He needed to know that Dan would follow instructions and let him and Adam do the rescuing. “Look at me.”

Dan was still staring at his wife and baby. Max tapped him firmly on the cheek.

“You do as I tell you and nothing more. You leave the rest to us. Listen. You walk out there. You walk past your wife and baby. Don’t even look at them. You walk straight to the boat until it becomes too deep. Then you swim to the boat. As soon as you’re on it, we will rescue Sally and the baby. Have you got that?”

Dan stared straight out to sea.

“Speak to me.” Max slapped Dan’s cheek again.

“I’ve got it.” Dan’s voice was croaky.

“Good. Let’s go. No need to run. Just walk calmly.”

Max guided Dan with his hand in the small of his back. It was a paltry attempt at reassurance, but all he could do.

They walked the twenty yards to the stone wall. Immediately beyond the gap in the wall was the beach. Dan walked through the gap on his own and made his first footprints in the sand.

Max felt inside his coat for the reassuring feel of his gun. All he felt was the cold outline of a weapon inadequate for the job.

Dan walked through the jumble of sea-polished stones and cold sand. It was a grey scene.

“What do we do?” asked Adam.

“I’d brief you. But it would just be bullshit. We wait and we spectate.”

Dan carried on walking.
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DAN COULDN’T TAKE his eyes off his wife and baby. Max had told him not to look, but how could he not? It was like a medieval scene — a woman and child strapped to a chair. The kind of ordeal where if they drowned there were innocent of being witches, and if they survived they were judged to have used witchcraft to save their skin, and were burnt at the stake afterwards.

He wanted to run to her, to hold her and their baby. But he remembered Max’s words: “keep walking”. But he wasn’t convinced that Max had a plan. Dan couldn’t help but feel that he was, effectively, on his own.

At least he was getting closer to them with every step.

He couldn’t see Frank. But he knew he was there on the boat. Somewhere.

The sand was wet and clung to his shoes. More of it hung on to the sole with every step. He tried to increase his pace but the sand on his shoes began to compress and become smooth, giving him less grip.

He was about two hundred yards from his wife and child now. Not close enough to see their expressions, but close enough to spur on the urge to act, the urge to protect them.

He recited Max’s words to himself again — “Keep walking”.

Dan presumed that Frank could shoot any of them at any time. But perhaps he didn’t want to. There was something about that first tussle. Frank seemed to delight in the physicality of it.

Dan lengthened his stride. A hundred and fifty yards to go.

He clambered over one of the many boulders that lay embedded in the beach. Its wet surface, caused by the spray from the sea, made him slip. He recovered and went on. The sand became wetter and his footfalls began to splash. 

The ocean was now edging up to his feet before reluctantly sliding back. The water covered his shoes. His socks became soggy. 

He could see Sally’s face. She looked gaunt and windswept. She was staring at him with a sad expression, her long hair wet and bedraggled. There were three leather straps digging into her shirt, tying her to the chair, like the restraints used when a death row prisoner sits down for the last time to feel the zing of electrocution. 

Their baby was sitting on Sally’s lap, held there only by Sally’s arms. He wasn’t crying. His eyes were bulging and a look of frozen fear was on his face. The cute, swollen cheeks of a newborn baby had lost their rosy hue and were now a frightening shade of pale blue. Sally kept kissing him and whispering reassuring noises.

Dan remembered Max’s words. His calm but pointed words. What did he know? What had any of them known? They had assured them of protection and this was the result. Dan had done his duty and this was the consequence.

Well, things had changed. He’d used a gun. He’d become an armed thief. If he survived, the unwavering justice system would see him in prison after this was all over. Never mind that his wife and child would be at the mercy of the most dangerous gang in Britain.

If they survived this ordeal.

But he was a criminal now. He had to harness the mentality that saw him walk into that petrol station; the gall and the balls that had seen him fire a gun.

Dan remembered Max’s words. But this time not the ones that told him to do nothing and walk straight to the boat. He recalled the ones that said that it was unlikely to be a successful handover.

He was only fifty yards away from the chair. The sea was halfway up his shins, the bottom of his trousers soaked, clinging to his legs.

He wanted to shout out to Sally. But he didn’t dare. He presumed that Frank could shoot at any time, or open up the throttle on the boat. She cocked her head to one side, as if pleading silently, her eyebrows arched in sadness.

Could he walk straight by them? Could he do nothing? He slowed his step as he approached her and the baby.

The baby began crying.

Dan’s heart raced faster than ever. He kept his eyes on Sally. She nodded, as if to tell him she was all right. But she did so while shivering uncontrollably.

He reached her side.

And stopped.

He took a look over his shoulder at Max and Adam waiting behind the car park wall. He saw Max take his hand from his pocket.

He turned back to the ocean, took a look at the rope, stretched taut one moment, relaxed the next, and followed it to the boat bobbing up and down. Still there were no signs of life on it, just the slapping of water and the creaking hull.

He paused, level with Sally and the baby.

Dan couldn’t move. He couldn’t bring himself to leave Sally and the baby’s side, though he didn’t dare reach out and hold on to them as he wanted to.

The engine on the boat roared into life. The rope went irredeemably taut.

Dan panicked and burst into a run, as much as he could with water up to his thighs, his legs creating a splashing white foam. He ran at the boat.

A quick glance over his shoulder saw the chair topple backwards and begin to be dragged slowly out to sea with Sally and the baby leaning backwards, ploughing through the waves, both being ducked in and out of the water. Then it stopped.

Dan didn’t know whether to run to the boat or the chair. The water was lapping around Sally’s chest. 

Which route was the surest way to save his wife and child?

That’s when he saw Frank’s face, or the bandages covering his face.

Dan ran to the boat. Running to Frank was the only way to save them.


Chapter 90




IN TRUTH, MAX didn’t know what to do. But he couldn’t stand by any longer. In his belief system that would count as negligence. Like the Dutch U.N. Protection Force troops at Srebrenica, who watched the Serbs take away the men, take away his cousins, to “relocate” them.

He’d already covertly drawn his gun and held it close to his leg, slightly behind, so that if Frank was watching him he wouldn’t see it.

He watched Dan wade out into the sea and pause next to his wife and child. “Keep moving”, Max said to himself.

Then he heard the boat’s engine start up with a throaty roar.

His legs twitched at first, as if mimicking his restless mind. When he saw Frank’s bandaged head come into view on the boat there was no holding back.

“Go!” he shouted at Adam.

  Max’s legs started moving as fast as they could. Adam was initially caught unawares but followed his boss, running into the greyness. They vaulted over the small wall. 

The sand was against them. The faster they tried to go, the more it swallowed their feet. It drained Max’s energy mercilessly. He breathed heavily. Phlegm gathered in his mouth, collected in his throat. The heavy, rapid breathing forced it back into his mouth. He spat it out.

Max saw Dan give up on running through the water. Instead, he started swimming to the boat.

He saw Frank, his bandaged face, hanging over the side, as if taunting Dan. Then he saw Frank do something unexpected, as if he couldn’t control his excitement. He dived over the side of the boat. Of course, it wouldn’t be enough for Frank to shoot Dan from a distance, Frank had to feel the man die in his arms. To that monster, it wasn’t sufficient for someone to expire, he had to tear him apart with his own hands. It wasn’t so much the end result of killing for Frank Tong, it was the process. It had to be sensory — like his paintings.

Max ran as fast as he could. 

Still strapped to the chair, Sally was half submerged. She held the baby at arms length to keep him out of the water. But it didn’t stop the innocent child taking mouthfuls of salty seawater, swamping his clean lungs. Ten yards away from Sally, the water splashed as if sharks were embroiled in a feeding frenzy, as both Dan and Frank swam at each other.

Max and Adam kept running. Their shoes splashing in, and sliding on, the wet sand, ice-like in its lack of grip.

There was little chance that they would get there in time to affect the outcome.
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DAN SURFACED AND gasped for air.

He saw Frank’s knife glint in the low winter sun, before coming down on him again. It hit his arm but the water helped it slide off to the side. No wound.

Dan pushed Frank’s face with the heel of his hand to try and send him off balance. But his movement wasn’t fast enough. The jiu jitsu research — he remembered little of it, only the basic principles — keep your enemy close, move fast.

Frank kept moving his head, bobbing and weaving. Was he mocking Dan? Frank tried to raise the hand with the knife again. But Dan knocked it down with short, sharp movements. He needed the courage to stay close.

Frank changed tactics, stopped slashing and started thrusting the blade.

Dan did his best to parry. But the knife kept slicing his forearms. Blood appeared, was washed away by the water, then reappeared in the flick of an eye.

Dan deflected Frank’s knife-wielding hand enough to deliver a harder blow to his cheek — it was a front snap punch, of a kind. It felt good to feel his fist land on his opponent’s body.

He followed it up with a quick right, then left, hoping to send Frank backwards and make him vulnerable.

He’d never moved his hands so quickly. But his blows lacked power. He didn’t have the muscle.

His mind was racing. What else could he do? 

Instinctively, he hit with one hand and scooped water into Frank’s face with his other. The salt-water stung Frank’s eyes. Stung his face. The bandages got wet. He squinted.

Dan thought the raw, butchered skin of Frank’s face must be hurting like hell now that the bandages were drenched in salt-water.

Frank furiously, and indiscriminately, waved the knife and caught Dan high on the arm. This wound, longer than the others, took the energy out of Dan’s attack and he stopped his frenetic motion for a second.

Frank’s eyes flickered as the effect of the salt-water diminished. He jumped up out of the water to gain some momentum.

But Dan was alive to the threat and threw him off, remembering to use the heel of his hand.

Dan splashed more water. How long could he keep this up? His limbs were getting heavy. His tactics required speed and he was losing it.

He heard a cry and glanced to his left. Sally was helpless, her head kept disappearing below the surface. The baby was at the end of her fully stretched out arms, the little one looked liked an unwilling assistant in an acrobat’s routine. His face was soaked in water and fear.

Dan furiously splashed more water at Frank, who took much of it in his mouth and gasped for a moment. The bandages were peeling off, the carved skin of Frank’s face revealing itself in all its raw hideousness.

Frank learnt to keep his lips together and his eyes barely open to minimise the effect of Dan’s splashing. And he’d obviously got used to the stinging sensation on his face. Knowing Frank, he was probably finding strength in it.

The baby screamed out. Dan looked over. He saw Sally’s arms tire and the baby go under with her. This time they didn’t surface.

Lunging at Dan again, Frank aimed the knife at his neck.

Dan leaned backwards.

Frank was going to land on top of him.

Dan had tried to keep his arms close to his side, just like he’d read. But he’d failed.

The only threat he could deliver was a round-arm blow at Frank’s head. He swung the arm. More by luck than judgement, it hit frank on his windpipe.

Frank landed on Dan but the knife missed his neck. 

Dan was pushed under the water, where it was dark and his ears filled up. He could only hear the bubbling and gurgling of the ocean. He could only see vague, undefined shapes.

When the murky scene was replaced with bright sky again, he saw Frank on his back, spluttering, barely floating. His face was redder than hellfire. It looked infected beyond the healing capacity of the saltwater.

Sally and the baby resurfaced. The baby vomited salt-water as Sally did her best to stabilise the vessel she and the chair had become, this time keeping the baby close.

Dan grabbed Frank around the neck with both hands, only one thing in his mind — kill this man. Kill him. The viciousness in his heart tangled up his insides. Tears wet his eyes. This water was pure, unsalted. He was crying. But it didn’t stop him tightening his grip around the throat. Frank’s arms thrashed around in the water as he started to choke.

But he was in no position to fight back. The water restrained his thrashing. Splashing white foam couldn’t harm Dan, or stop him.

The wet flesh of Frank’s neck felt clean and cold and vulnerable to Dan but he couldn’t, and wouldn’t, stop himself. The humanity in Frank was only skin deep.

He squeezed again.

“Let him go.”

Who was that? Dan glanced over his shoulder to see Max pointing a gun at him.

Adam waded over to Sally and the baby, cradling them so they were safe. Sally held the little one in front of her and eyed him up and down to see if there was any damage. She sobbed and kissed the baby again and again. She cleaned the baby’s face like only a mother can, gently wiping away the water.

“I can’t let him go,” Dan screamed at Max.

“Let him go.”

Dan took another look at his wife and child. They were both crying, their heads bowed together, sharing the fear, the relief, the scarring shock.

“If I let him go, we’ll never live in peace. Wherever we go, we’ll be looking over our shoulders.”

Dan looked down at Frank. It was like a baptism. He could be a priest, absolving one of his flock of all his sins, cleansing all his impurities.

But Dan could not let go of the man’s throat.

Without releasing his grip, Dan turned to Max. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I can’t let go. You understand, don’t you? He’ll kill us. He will find us and kill us. He’s better than you. He’s better than any of you. You can’t protect us from him. We’ll never be safe. And that isn’t right. I can’t let my child grow up in constant fear of his life.”

Max’s arm, holding the gun, started to drift away to the side, away from Dan. His colleague looked concerned, but didn’t move.

Dan put his thumbs on Frank’s windpipe and pushed hard.

Frank made crackling, croaking noises, thrashed away in the water one final, brief time, then stopped breathing.

The world went quiet. No splashing. No fighting. Even the boat’s engine seemed to quieten. Only a helicopter hovering in the clouds above fractured the peace.
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MAX FETCHED BLANKETS from the back of the unmarked police car and draped one around Sally and the baby. The poor child had run out of tears and was shaking, especially his small lips, the size of fingernails. Sally vigorously rubbed him dry, covering every inch. If she thought she’d missed a spot, she went back over it a couple more times. The resilient little thing soon turned a healthier colour. Sally put her face close to his and gave him her little finger to suck on. His tiny, wrinkled hand reached up ever so slowly to touch her. She responded by lowering her lips onto his button of a nose.

Dan joined in, using the other end of the blanket to help dry the baby. Then he turned to Sally and rubbed her hair. Her mouth quivered between preparing to cry and hoping to smile.  Dan leaned his head forward to nuzzle her. 

Max stepped back to give them space. They deserved a better life. If he had one thing left to do in the police force it was to ensure that they were safe in the future. But that would be tough, if not impossible. And his record over the last few weeks wasn’t good. He didn’t even know how far the Tong gang’s influence stretched. It wasn’t his domain. He was afraid to think how far. Would Frank’s death affect the gang’s “business” activities?

Max stared at the shoreline. Max and Adam had dragged Frank’s corpse up on the beach. It lay just beyond the point where the sea lapped up on the sand. He’d covered the face with his coat. Even Frank Tong deserved dignity in death. The paintings were good. It was a shame he hadn’t concentrated exclusively on his art. Max understood the paintings. Maybe he would buy one.

Max saw Dan approaching him out of the corner of his eye. Max was in no mood for talking

“Thank you,” Dan said.

“It wasn’t the right thing to do, so don’t thank me.” Max was admonishing himself, not Dan. But his tone warned Dan to back off with the gratitude. Dan’s head slumped down onto his chin. He was still soaked but didn’t seem to care.

Then Max remembered. In the flurry of activity there was one piece of information he’d forgotten to pass on. For a moment, he thought about postponing telling them. They’d survived, they were alive. Max wasn’t good at breaking bad news, he knew that. He did it in a manner that was very matter of fact. It was the best he could do.

“Something I haven’t told you.” Max spoke quietly. “Before driving down here, Frank went up to Stratford to visit Sally’s mother. He murdered her.”

Dan’s eyes froze.

“I wouldn’t tell her today. She’s been through enough.”

Dan’s jaw dropped. Max patted him on the shoulder a couple of times, a reflex action to show support and sympathy. 

Max turned away from the fine sea spray hitting his face and walked towards the car. He didn’t know what to do next. In the death of Frank Tong, he’d overseen the execution of a human being. Isn’t that what had happened? He’d performed no better than the Dutch United Nations’ troops in Srebrenica. In part, he was disgusted with himself. If he’d have been in the same position as Dan, he told himself, he might have done exactly the same thing. But Max was a representative of the law. He should have stopped it. Max tried to think it through. He’d believed in what Dan had said. The couple were not going to be safe while Frank Tong was alive. But who was he to determine the law? He should have done his job and taken Frank Tong into custody. He should have fired a warning shot at Dan Thompson. Even if killing Frank Tong was right, it wasn’t legal.

Adam approached him and brought him back to the present, as if he knew what he was thinking about. “I didn’t do anything, either. I’m as much to blame as you.”

Max wanted to restore some logic to Adam’s way of thinking. “You were saving the woman and child. You’re not to blame in any way.”

“We can say we didn’t get here in time.”

Max smiled condescendingly. He didn’t mean to but that’s the way it came out. He also wanted to bash the young man for his impudence. “On top of everything else, you want to start a cover-up?”
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UNDER THE SOUND of the waves came the faint noise of police sirens. It got louder and louder, blue lights appeared on the horizon, blinking in the battleship greyness. Two police cars sped into the car park and skidded to a halt.

Sergeant Smith and three other officers got out.

Max looked skywards. He wasn’t religious and he wasn’t seeking help. It was in exasperation. He wasn’t ready for more discussion of the matter. Not yet. And maybe never.

Max walked forwards to greet Sergeant Smith.

“You found us. How nice. A little late.”

“We were tracking you all along. Just to be safe. Got to look after the local community. What happened here?”

“Frank Tong’s dead.”

“How did he die?”

“I strangled him.”

Smith glanced around the scene, a move triggered by the defiance in Max’s voice.

“No, he didn’t. I did.” Dan had his arms folded. He was defiant. “Mr Omerhodzic tried to stop me but I wouldn’t stop.”

Sergeant Smith folded his arms too.

“I know exactly what you did. We have helicopter video footage of you in the water with the two officers here. You know what I think, Mr Wilson, or Mr Thompson, or whoever you are? I think you didn’t do as you were told. I think you killed Frank Tong while being ordered to stop. I think you’ve used your position in the Witness Protection Scheme to try and get away with murder. Literally. You want tea and sympathy? You’re not getting it. You’re a common criminal. Probably always was. Just needed the right conditions to bring it out of you. And you know what? If you’re thinking of pleading ‘self defence’ you’re going to have to prove it. Could be tricky with those helicopter pictures. Could be very tricky.”

Smith turned to Max. “And you’d better be careful. But I’ll pretend I didn’t hear your lies.”

Smith nodded at one of his officers, who approached Dan with a pair of open handcuffs.

“Dan Thompson I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder. You do not have to say anything but if you—”

Smith didn’t finish delivering the caution because Max drew his gun and pointed it at him. Max didn’t think about it. He didn’t refer to an operating procedures manual. He didn’t worry about his superiors. He did it because it felt right. “Put the handcuffs away.”

Smith smiled. “What? Don’t be stupid.” He looked around him. The two officers with firearms were caught with them by their side.

“Drop your weapons and tell him not to put the cuffs on.”

Smith shook his head at the officer, who put the handcuffs away. The others dropped their guns into the water-saturated sand.

Max waved his gun to cover all the police officers. “Sit down. Sit on your hands, on the sand.” They all complied.

Max backed away so he could see everybody, including Dan, Sally, the baby and Adam. He’d gone too far. But he couldn’t turn back. He looked at Dan.

Dan looked perplexed. “What are you doing?”

“I’m giving you a choice. We’ve come this far, I think you deserve a choice.”

“To do what?”

“To escape. I wouldn’t go by road. But there’s a boat out there. Do you think you can sail a boat?”

Dan nodded. “Lived on them as a kid.”

“Then it’s your choice. You can get on the boat and take your chances that way. Or you can leave yourself to the mercy of the legal system. I can’t guarantee anything anymore. They might lock you up, or they might not. But you did shoot somebody and you did commit a robbery. I’d think you’d have to do some time. Justice, their justice, would have to be seen to be done. In the meantime, there’s a chance that Frank’s family will want revenge. So I think you deserve the choice. It’s up to you.”

Max watched Dan look at Sally. They were both on the verge of tears. They kissed, with the baby protected in the middle of their embrace. Then they both kissed the baby.

They whispered things that Max couldn’t hear. They weren’t ruffled, they were soft, considered whispers. Meaningful looks were exchanged. They took their time.

Max kept pointing the gun. He was a criminal now. Strangely, it didn’t feel much different from being a cop. His values hadn’t changed, only the modus operandi.
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“HOW ARE YOU feeling?” Dan didn’t know how her answer to his question would help their decision. She was obviously not one hundred per cent. To start with, she had problems walking. She walked slowly, awkwardly, cautiously putting one foot in front of the other. It was definitely not the time to tell her about her mother. But the fact that she could walk at all was proof of how plucky she was.

“A little cold. But I’m okay.” Sally had stopped shivering. Was she putting on a brave face for his benefit?

He held her head in his hands. “Truthfully, tell me.”

“I feel weak. I feel shattered. But…” Her head bowed, her voice trembled. She broke down. “It was horrible, Dan. It was horrible. I didn’t want the baby to die. I tried the best I could. I want you to know that. I didn’t want him to die. Not at any second. I wanted to save our beautiful boy. It was all I could think about.”

“And you did. You saved him. You were amazing. He’s alive and well. Look, his little foot is kicking.” And it was. Dan tickled the baby’s foot and he kicked out again. “He’s in fine shape. But how do you feel? You lost a lot of blood.”

She restored her composure. “I don’t know. I think I’m fine. I’m sure I’m fine. I’m up, aren’t I? I’m conscious. I can’t be that bad.”

They both looked at the baby. His eyes were wide open, his cheeks ruddy and chubby. He was a healthy size and appeared to be smiling.

“I suppose if you’ve just been swimming through a womb, a little seawater is no big deal.”

 Sally laughed through her tears.

Dan surveyed the police officers stood on the sand. They were a sorry bunch, looking like they wanted to be elsewhere. Max looked back to see if they’d made their decision yet. Dan glanced at him for a moment, then down at the sand.

“I don’t think they’d put me in prison, do you?” He wanted to make the safe option sound as palatable as possible. He’d been there at the birth. Frank Tong was no more. If they did lock him away, it was in the knowledge that Sally and the baby were relatively safe. Weren’t they? How many other Frank Tongs did the gang have on its books?

“What do we do?” he asked her.

“I don’t know what to say. I just don’t know,” she said. “Will they leave us alone? Or will Frank’s brother want revenge? Would they try and kill you in prison? Or would they try and kill the baby and me while you’re not around?”

Up to this point, Dan had been convinced that if he killed Frank their troubles would be at an end. It was a conviction that had been startlingly clear during the fight. But Sally and Max were right. Frank Tong’s death could also inflame the gang’s desire for revenge. 

Would it never end?

“He seems fine,” said Sally as she tickled the baby’s feet. “We didn’t spend much time under water. He seems quite happy. He really does. If we keep him warm and I feed him… I think he’s going to be fine, Dan.” Dan had to admit that the little guy did appear contented, snug in his blankets.

Dan called over to Adam, “Excuse me.” Adam had been on the boat to use the on-board inflatable dinghy to ferry Frank’s body back to the shore. And he’d given the boat a quick search. 

Adam didn’t move at first. He glanced across at Max, who nodded. So Adam nervously wandered over to the couple. “You’ve been on the boat. Are there supplies on-board?”

Adam nodded. “Looks like somebody was planning to get away for a while. Clothes, food, the works.”

“Thanks.”

Adam sloped back up the beach to Max.

“You need to make a decision,” Max said over his shoulder, while still aiming his gun at the police officers sat on the beach.

Dan kissed Sally and the baby. “What shall we do?”

“Can you really sail it?”

“Yes. It’s got a motor. And I know how to navigate.”

“Then we should get on it, sail round the coast for a while, make sure the baby’s okay. Then decide after that.”

“Are you sure?”

“No. But of the two options, that’s the one I’d choose.”

Dan looked around. It was a miserable day. At the very least they needed the sun on their backs for a while. Sailing south or west would take them to more temperate climes. Maybe he should hug the coast around Cornwall, then hop over to France, cruising slowly down the Bay of Biscay, not venturing far from the shore. That would reduce the risk. And it would give them time to make sure the baby was completely healthy.

Dan wanted to be a good husband and a good father. So far, he hadn’t been either. If he allowed the authorities to cart him off to prison, however briefly, leaving Sally and the baby at the mercy of a fallible witness protection scheme, a scheme that had already failed them, he was being neither a good husband nor a good father. Sally and the baby were his responsibility, not the police’s, not the judge’s, his responsibility. He had to be by their side. If society wanted to call him a fugitive from this point, surely that was society’s problem? 

Or was he completely wrong and it was society that knew best?

There was no easy answer. No quick solution.

There were no great minds to call upon for advice.

It was just the three of them in a world that had enough of its own problems to sort out.

Dan and Sally leaned their heads towards each other, the baby secure between them. Without another word, they walked along the wet sand, to the shoreline, to the inflatable dinghy.

                                                              




Max looked at Adam. “Call the coastguard and tell them they don’t need to track the boat anymore. Tell them everything’s fine.” Max pointed the gun at him more for effect than anything. He hoped Adam would have done it anyway. If Julian had been here, he would have been delighted to do it. Adam paused, confused, but then took out his phone and relayed the message to the coastguard.

Smith shook his head. “You think it’s your decision? You think you’re superior to a judge? You’re in deep shit, Omerhodzic.”

“Sit down. We’re going to be here a couple of hours at least.”

Smith sat down on the sand with the other officers, as Max watched Dan use the oar to paddle the dinghy to the boat. Once there, the three of them climbed the ladder up the side of the hull. For some reason it triggered memories in Max, memories of his cousins who never did flee their persecutors. Perhaps the Thompsons would be luckier.

Was it irresponsible of him to suggest the family go on the run? Probably. But, he thought, they were better off together, wherever that may be. And they could always change their name again — for the last time, he hoped.

The boat’s engine changed note and the vessel began to bob up and down on the water as it made its way out to sea. The sheltering cliffs were left behind. The boat shrunk in size until it became a dot, but not an insignificant one.

Max hoped that they would make it, that they’d find a welcoming port somewhere in the world. Somewhere peaceful, somewhere nice to raise the child. And he hoped they’d get in touch. Somehow. By email, by text, by postcard. Anything.

Just so he knew that justice had been done.
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VOWS TO KILL

Detective Inspector Lee Eyre receives an email: 'I will kill you on your wedding day.' Lee's about to marry Lucy. But in the gusts of this whirlwind romance, he avoids telling Lucy about his past. That past is the stuff of nightmares — gangsters with grudges, an obsessive ex-wife, a professional tragedy, and a mysterious stranger who can provide the link to a murder investigation that went tragically wrong. Will Lee and Lucy have a future? Or will it be obliterated by that past?
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CAFE INSOMNIAC




Twenty-five-year-old insomniac Justin Brooks opens an all-night café. But soon after the opening, one of his customers is murdered.




The fallout from the murder makes his insomnia worse -- much worse. He completely loses the ability to sleep.




Strange things start to happen in Justin's world, things that are hard to explain.




….His eyes stream when it rains outside..... Another café appears, out of the fog, out of nowhere..... Footsteps follow him everywhere..... The dead person talks to him, though it's not a ghost..... And a magician waits for him, perched on a high wire, high up in the night sky.....




But these strange things can't possibly have anything to do with the murder. Can they?




Nobody who visits Café Insomniac can ever look at the world in the same way again.
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YOU’RE NEVER OFF-DUTY, he remembered a fellow police officer telling him in the early days. It was both a badge of honour and a complaint. 

But over the years, PC Dale Fisher hadn’t found it to be true. As soon as he left the building, he switched off.

Except for today. Today was different. Today he was lying prostrate on the floor of his local bank.

He couldn’t see much from his prone position: just desk legs and other people lying face down on the floor. Their expressions were stretched and skewed, contorted by the fear that life could be extinguished at any moment.

Dale hadn’t wanted to ask the bank for money. His whole life he’d stayed out of debt. But now the kids had left home, he thought he’d take his wife on that cruise down the Nile. It wouldn’t be a large loan. He’d pay it back in no time. And, being a responsible police officer, he was sure the bank would grant him one.

‘I said, keep your heads down!’

The voice belonged to one of the men in ski masks. Dale didn’t know how many there were — four, possibly five. When they’d waved their shotguns around and demanded that everybody hit the floor, Dale was one of the first to comply. It was a normal reaction. Very normal. But not the reaction of a police officer. He regretted it now. But what else could he do?

His mouth dribbled saliva onto the carpet. Then a tear. He tried to blink away the shame. 

He glanced at the other terrified faces: the young, the old, all with the goggle-eyed look of the terrorised. The only feet he saw walking around, with permission to walk around, wore heavy-duty black boots.

He heard voices at the other end of the banking hall – sometimes shouting, sometimes hissing. Dale wondered how proficient the robbers were. Were they the type who did their research and knew how the bank’s security system worked? Or were they winging it? Forcing their way in with the hope that pointing guns at terrified bank clerks would yield a result. Dale hoped they knew what they were doing. If they did, there was a better chance of this ending quickly and peacefully.

‘But I can’t get on the floor.’ The voice was wavering, croaky, elderly.

‘Get down on the floor.’

‘I have a hip replacement.’

‘I don’t fucking care.’

Dale stretched his neck to see who this voice belonged to. Ten yards further along, an elderly lady, about eighty, was sitting on a chair. She gripped onto her walking stick for dear life, holding it up in front of herself, in front of one of the masked robbers, as if it were a crucifix to ward off vampires.

‘You’ve got ten seconds to hit the deck.’

Shit, thought Dale. The robber was probably the youngest, most stupid member of the gang, responsible for crowd control. His voice certainly had a higher pitch to it. It was likely that his sole responsibility was to get everybody onto the floor, come what may. He didn’t have the brains to work out that this elderly lady couldn’t possibly carry out his instructions. 

And, worse still, he didn’t have the brains to work out that if she didn’t carry out his instructions, it wasn’t going to harm the heist.

‘Just do it!’ the man barked at her.

Dale couldn’t intervene. Yes, he was a police officer. But so what? Even if he’d been in uniform, there would have been nothing he could do. Twenty years of general policing – arresting revellers for being drunk and disorderly, guiding tourists to local landmarks, handing out parking fines – hadn’t prepared him for this. 

He’d never felt less like a police officer.

‘If you don’t do it, I’m going to take your fucking head off.’

Dale stretched his neck as much as he could to watch. The gunman leaned over the elderly woman. He held the shotgun with both hands on the barrel, threatening to bring it down on her like an axe. Her gaunt, lined face wrinkled further with fear. Her thin, frail body shook.

If the guy hit her, the injuries she’d sustain would surely be life threatening. But there was nothing to be done. He had to let the robbery take its course. He had to.

What would one of his colleagues do in the same situation? 

They were a mixed bunch. Tony and Jim were the most cynical about the job. But given this predicament, he was certain that even they would tuck their cynicism away and have a go. Wouldn’t they?

And if Dale did just lie there, what would they say when he returned to the police station? Or would they say nothing to him and, instead, whisper amongst themselves in the corners of the canteen? That’s Dale, that guy sitting over there on his own. When it mattered he wasn’t up to the job. Yeah, that’s him. He’s a disgrace to the uniform.

Maybe he could do something. It didn’t have to be heroic. He didn’t have to rush the robber, just reason with him.

‘Excuse me,’ Dale said, his voice faltering slightly.

The robber’s head whipped right to face Dale. He frantically juggled his shotgun till it was in a firing position, his finger resting on the trigger.

‘Shut up.’

‘Sorry.’ Dale swallowed. He tried to sound calm and reasonable. ‘She’s very old. She can’t cause you a problem.’

‘I said, shut up.’

‘I’m trying to help. If you hit her with the gun, you could end up on a murder charge. You don’t want that, do you?’

‘A charge? What are you talking about? What are you, a cop?’

‘No.’ He said it all too quickly. It was the second time that morning he’d denied his profession. Dale could only see the robber’s eyes through the mask. He examined them for any sign of understanding. They glowered at him.

The man backed away from Dale and swung the gun towards the old woman again.

“Get… down… on… the floor.’

She held onto her stick with one hand and lowered the other one towards the floor with her fingers splayed. Her progress was painfully slow. She bent her back as much as she could but got to a point where she couldn’t go any further without toppling over. The hand hovered, trembled in mid-air. The woman’s lips quivered. Tears filled her eyes.

‘Let me help her,’ Dale said.

‘No!’ the man shouted.

‘Please.’

The man put his face close to the woman’s ear. His voice was harsh. ‘Move quicker.’

The woman strained to force her hand down but couldn’t. Dale couldn’t bear it any longer. He raised himself up on his hands slowly.

‘I’ll help her down. That’s all I’m going to do. Nothing else. Just help her get down.’

Dale was up on his knees as the man pointed the shotgun at him. He raised his hands, palms upwards, in a slow, non-threatening manner.

He heard the blast.

He felt his ribcage shatter. He looked down to see the hole. 

Then he calmly closed his eyes. 

His last thought: I am a police officer.
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I DARE YOU and you dare me — that was an ongoing theme of our relationship so far. But Lucy didn’t know I was going to take that idea further. 

Skydiving was just the beginning of the shocks she was in for this morning.

We smiled and laughed a lot together, as you do when you’ve only known someone for three months. But there was an added reason for it today. The skydiving instructors were giving us our fifteen-minute lesson before we both performed a tandem jump with the instructors strapped to our backs. It would be a first for both of us.

Lucy was lying face down on a small table, her arms and legs stretched out in a passable imitation of Superman. She’d tied her long, dark brown hair up at the back. Her green eyes looked askance at me with a mischievous ‘do I look daft?’ message. 

‘Now arch your back and spread your arms and legs, just like I showed you on the board,’ ordered one of the instructors.

Lucy did so with a groan, her petite body straining. I laughed along with the two instructors.

‘Don’t worry, it’s easier when the air is pushing your limbs up at a hundred and twenty miles per hour,’ the instructor said.

When it was my turn on the table, Lucy tugged at my legs. ‘Come on, Lee, you can arch better than that.’ I growled at her jokingly.

We completed our tutorial and got kitted out in our jumpsuits, helmets and goggles.

When it was time for Lucy to put on her harness I suddenly felt very protective. I hadn’t felt that way about anybody for some time. I wanted the instructor to check that it was all connected securely — to triple check every strap, every belt and buckle. But I didn’t want to embarrass her, so I trusted his professional judgement.

We got into the tiny airplane and left the ground. It slowly climbed to a height of thirteen thousand feet. It was a bright, sunny day, perfect for the jump. The few remnants of cloud dispersed as we rose through them.

‘If you have any second thoughts, say now,’ I called to Lucy, above the noise of the plane’s engine.

‘What kind of second thoughts?’

‘If you don’t want to jump.’

She shook her head and smiled. ‘Are you trying to get out of this?’

‘No way.’

And I wasn’t. I was excited. I enjoyed skiing and snowboarding when I could. But I wasn’t an adrenaline junkie. I’d never felt the need to jump out of a plane before. But with Lucy it just felt right. What the hell? Might as well. She made me want to grasp life. Already she’d convinced me to undertake the scariest activity of all – a relationship. Yes, considering my history, that was much scarier than jumping out of a plane.

The instructor tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Ready to jump?’ I nodded. He performed his final checks to make sure we were securely attached to each other. Lucy’s instructor did the same.

Lucy and I exchanged a final high-five and walked towards the exit of the plane. Lucy was insistent that she went first, to show me how it’s done, she said. Before she jumped, she turned round and stretched her head towards mine. We kissed.

Her instructor checked his altimeter. ‘Ready?’ he asked.

Lucy nodded.

‘Up, down, arch,’ he shouted and the two of them slid out of the plane. 

They fell through the blue sky and the thin wisps of cloud. It was astonishing how quickly they became these small figures in the distance.

My instructor and I, shackled together, followed. ‘Up, down, arch.’ And we were out. 

The wind slapped my cheeks as we plunged down through the sky. I’d never whooped in my life. But I did now.

We caught up with Lucy and her instructor, free-falling. She was smiling as she fell, the wind buffeting her jumpsuit. Our instructors skilfully guided us closer to each other.

There was no time to lose. 

It would only take about forty seconds before we reached five thousand feet and had to open the parachutes. 

I felt the instructor, strapped to my back, rummage around in one of his pockets. After a couple of seconds he pulled out the banner and held it in the air. I couldn’t see the banner and could only hope that Lucy had a good view of it. I waited for a reaction. 

Then that smile of hers suddenly widened. She gave me a double thumbs up. 

I smiled too.

Five seconds later, her instructor pulled the ripcord and her canopy opened, dragging them both upwards, away from me. My instructor waited for them to be out of the way before doing the same. When the canopy opened, we decelerated quickly from a hundred and twenty miles per hour to about thirty. From then on it was a cruise.

I watched Lucy float towards the grass on the airfield. Drifting into the wind, the instructor pulled on the steering ropes. They seemed to hover in mid-air for a moment, then landed at a walk.

We came down soon after, about two hundred yards away from their collapsed canopy.

I’d barely touched the ground before I saw Lucy sprinting towards us. My instructor just managed to detach himself before she leapt at me, throwing her arms around my neck and covering me in kisses.

‘I will,’ she said. ‘I will. I definitely will.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m very sure.’

‘You hardly know me.’

‘And you hardly know me. I don’t care. Let’s do it.’

We both laughed and kissed. When we’d finished, the instructor handed Lucy the banner. We unrolled it so we could both gaze at the message. It read: Lucy, will you marry me?

It was the most romantic gesture I’d ever made. And it was Lucy who had brought it out in me. I was so happy. I’d known this woman for only a few months and I was having the time of my life.

I smiled. 

But the muscles in my mouth couldn’t stretch to their limit.

I was happy. 

I was.

Happy except for the guilt. 

Happy except for the fear. 

Happy except for the nightmare that defied daylight and accompanied me, lurking in the background, even on this bright, sunny day. Such a sunny day. But not even the summer scent of grass could mask the stench of my demons. 

I could only hope.

Hope that, this time, those demons would be chased away.
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