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      SUMMARY

      

      Meet Abbie King.

      

      A single-minded, ruthless defender of the innocent, Abbie is unable to turn her back on someone in need.

      

      So when Abbie takes a late-night stroll and spies two men breaking into a bungalow, she follows them inside and saves the young homeowner’s life.

      

      Abbie believes this will be the end of her involvement. But actions have consequences. And Abbie's interference soon gets her caught in the crossfire between a corrupt businesswoman and a deadly gang responsible for multiple armed robberies.

      

      The stakes are high. Abbie was never supposed to become involved in this particular battle. But now that she has, she'll see it through to the end.

      

      Even if it kills her…

      

      Get your free copy of Crossfire at: http://markay.re/readersgroup
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      Abagail King awoke in the dark and knew without recourse to watch, clock, or phone that it was bang on midnight.

      No sooner was she awake, she was sitting up. Losing her underwear as she crossed the hotel floor, she hopped in the shower, whacked it on full blast.

      It was freezing at first. That was okay. The nightmare had begun fading as soon as Abbie woke. The cold blast was like a water cannon fired at a group of protestors, pushing them back, back. The nightmare was the protestors. As her skin exploded with goosebumps, the darkness of the night’s dream receded into the corners of her mind, shrinking with each passing second.

      The face which had formed the nightmare’s focal point never diminished.

      A face which might usually look ordinary but which had, in the confines of Abbie’s dream, been twisted into the extraordinary by pain, terror, anguish.

      She had to find him—this perfect stranger.

      Already, the clock was ticking.
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        * * *

      

      Within a couple of minutes, the shower started to heat. Before then, Abbie was out, towelling herself. There was no electric dryer. Skin still damp, hair matted with icy water, Abbie threw on a loose tee, a pair of jeans, a hooded top. Scuffed boots. The rest of her belongings fit in one drawstring bag, which weighed next to nothing once full. Would have weighed half as much again if she could bring herself to ditch her battered and bruised copy of Stephen King’s The Stand.

      No chance.

      There were a couple more items in the car. Nothing that mattered.

      Abbie left the room without making the bed. Earlier that day, she’d paid for the night. While passing through reception, she chucked her key onto the empty desk and stepped outside.

      Now she did check her watch. 00:09 and bloody cold. As one might expect in the dead of night in the dead of January in this part of the world. She threw her hood over her head and jogged to her car. She didn’t look back as she left the hotel’s parking lot, driving as fast as the speed limit allowed. Never faster.

      Time was running out. She couldn’t afford to surrender a single minute to a police pull-over.
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        * * *

      

      A tiny town she’d never visited. Had never even heard of. But she knew this was the place.

      If anyone had asked how she knew, Abbie would respond as a parent to a toddler who demands to know how mummy can be sure Santa has received their Christmas list.

      Because I do.

      Between hotel and town limits, Abbie kept her music loud and the heating high. Upon passing the welcome sign, she switched off the radio and spun the heating dial to OFF. Despite the fact Abbie could almost see the cold pressing against the car, a physical force, she rolled down the window. Her skin once more rippled with goosebumps, but she ignored the chill. Leaning towards the window, she listened. 

      It was 02:04. The town was quiet. It wasn’t silent.

      No matter the time, no town ever is.
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        * * *

      

      She followed the noise. Within five minutes, she was driving past a club at closing time. Bored bouncers operated the doors, ushering people out. Drunk men and women spilt into the streets, laughing, kissing, play fighting. One or two had swiped half empty or almost full glasses before leaving. If the bouncers noticed, they didn't care. Most the club's ejectees looked to be students at one of the local Universities. A decent chunk was in their later twenties and thirties. A few were older than that, a few couldn't have hit the legal drinking age of 18.

      Abbie passed the road on which sat the club and swerved into the next street. Along a sloping lane lined on both sides with parked cars, she somehow found a space. It took forever to slot in. And maybe she'd never get out. That was okay. It was a rental. She switched up on the regular. The dealer could always collect while she got a bus home or to the next hotel.

      Abandoning her car in its claustrophobic space, Abbie returned to the club's street. The former patrons were disappearing in all directions. A sizeable number were drifting up the road toward a glass-fronted building named PERFECT CHICKEN. Abbie wondered which word was less appropriate to the venue's primary food offering.

      Then again, who would eat at a place named VOMIT INDUCING PIGEON?

      Although they could call it VIP.

      Drawn not by the scent of food but the sound and sight of people, Abbie stuffed her hands into her jeans. She trudged up the road towards the laughter, good cheer, and occasional hysterical drunken argument.

      Outside the front door, a group of guys in their early twenties pushed and shoved. Stopping only for a brief moment as Abbie eased between them and stepped through the front door.

      Inside, she was immediately assaulted by the rabble of drunken voices and stench of booze, plus frying potato and bird. Here was the kind of venue that lay dormant during the day but came alive at night. If the world ever ran out of alcohol or sobriety came into fashion in a big way, places like this would go bust overnight. 

      Most of the tables were rammed. Packs of four or even five clubbers crammed onto benches made for two. Some groups were so large the less forceful members within their ranks were made to stand, clutching their food to their chest and trying to remain involved in the conversation despite being considerably higher than the rest of the gang.

      Abbie was loathe to be here. Not only did the mingled scent of oil-drenched bird and booze-drenched idiot make her sick, but these happy, smiling people made her remember all she had missed and would miss in this restricted life of hers. That was a dagger to the heart.

      The face from her nightmare reappeared in high definition every time she blinked, offering a stark reminder as to why she could not depart. This town was new. She had no idea where or how she might find the stranger. Past experience said her best bet was to stick near people and wait. Soon enough, her next move would become apparent.

      Because standing in the doorway of any commercial venue is suspicious, Abbie made her way down the chick shop's central aisle, nudging and shifting drunks out of her way as she went.

      Behind the counter stood a man who was taller than should be permitted by law. At least six-five. He appeared to have stolen the smile of someone who held not quite such an awful job. He looked a similar age to Abbie. Late-twenties. Thirty, at a push.

      "Hey there, what can I get you?"

      Looking beyond this smiling man's shoulder, Abbie spied one of his colleagues wiping a snotty nose on the back of his hand before dumping a portion of chips into the deep fat fryer.

      “Drink," she said. Glanced at Snot Man again. "Something that arrived sealed and remains that way.”

      The smiler glanced at his colleague. Gave Abbie a wink. "Good choice."

      He brought her a fizzy drink. She didn't want it, but it was cheap, and she was expected to buy something. She paid. Throughout the transaction, her server kept his eyes on Abbie's eyes. The smile never dimmed.

      "Name's Bobby, by the way."

      "That so?"

      "It is. What's yours?"

      She met his eye. How transparent he was. All of a sudden, Abbie wished she hadn't removed her hood.

      Raising the drink, she said, "Thanks. Top service," and turned away.

      At the table in the far corner of the room (closest to the counter, furthest from the door), two guys and a girl, all in their late-teens, sat crammed on one side of a booth. Their heads were close together. Whispering. Laughing.

      A couple sat opposite. Though they had the bench to themselves, they were crammed together as though they shared it with six rugby players. They had a single meal in front of them. Steam rose from the chips and whatever meat. The food appeared to be untouched. The same could not be said of the couple.

      The girl had a hand in the guy's hair. The guy had a hand on the girl's back. The remaining two hands were conspicuously missing, somewhere beneath the table.

      Abbie dropped onto the seat at their side. "Don't mind if I join, do you?"

      The canoodling couple jumped. The girl brushed back her hair and puffed out a breath. Her cheeks were flushed but not only from embarrassment. The guy's hand appeared from beneath the table. He went for a chip. Caught Abbie's expression.

      "What?"

      "Not going to wash your hands, first? No hygiene concerns?"

      The three teens across the table laughed. Now the guy's face flushed, too, but with anger rather than embarrassment. He pointed the finger with which he had almost taken a chip towards Abbie. She wasn't sure how old he was. Old enough that she needn't feel guilty about hurting him. If it became necessary.

      Before the guy could get himself in trouble, his girl leaned in, whispered in his ear. Whatever she said, the guy considered. The girl wasn't keen on letting him make up his mind.

      "Scuse," she said, turning to Abbie.

      Abbie nodded. Obliged. Rising from her chair, she put her back to the wall, allowing the girl to slide from the booth, dragging her fella with her.

      Reluctantly, he came. Once standing, he stopped, facing Abbie. He was her height. He had a bit of bulk to him, but she guessed crap food and excessive boozing contributed more to this than did lifting weights.

      "Before you ask," said Abbie. "Threesomes aren't my thing."

      The girl was tugging the guy’s hand, and the guy sneered. Leaned over and grabbed a chip. Shoving it in his mouth in a manner that was presumably supposed to be threatening, he faced Abbie again. 

      "Have it," he said, nodding to the leftover meal. The girl tugged, and the friendly fella disappeared towards the front door.

      As they arrived, it flew open. In came two men without thanks or so much as a look at the couple who had jumped aside to admit them.

      Surrounded by fun-loving and lust-filled drunks, Abbie was out of place. As of the arrival of these two, she was no longer the only one.

      They scanned the room. Abbie sat in the booth and slid along, taking her drink and pushing away the couple's meal. The trio opposite was looking at her. She glanced at them as she opened her drink. Perhaps they were eighteen, but she doubted it. More likely sixteen or seventeen. Regardless, they'd been drinking.

      "That was quality," said the one in the middle—the leader, Abbie didn’t doubt. "Not seen you around these parts before."

      Such a clichéd line. The girl, to the leader's right, produced a sycophantic laugh that doubled as a pathetic attempt to hide her jealousy. She hated the way Leader was eyeing Abbie. Abbie could have told her there was no need to worry. But there was if she liked the guy. Leader had no chance with Abbie, but nor did he have any interest in the girl at his side. 

      The boy to Leader's left was interested in the girl. She would never notice he existed while Leader was around, in the same way Leader would never notice her—what a mess.

      The boy also idolised Leader, who was used to the world revolving around him, to people falling at his feet. Dealing with Abbie was set to be a disappointing experience for the kid.

      "What's your name?" he asked.

      "Why don't you focus on your friends?" said Abbie. Her eyes were over Leader's shoulder. The two men who had entered the chicken joint were searching for someone. Both were tall, broad. Both had shaved heads. They wore dark jackets. Thick. Despite this, it was easy to see they were well built. They probably drank but didn't overindulge. They were careful about what they ate. Any weight they carried was all muscle.

      And they were dangerous.

      Though probably not as dangerous as Abbie.

      "Why you dressed like that?" Leader was asking. "You got a fit face if you don't mind me saying."

      "I do."

      "Hard to tell with all them baggy clothes, but you look like you've got a rocking body."

      The thugs had spotted their target. They progressed through the chicken shop. Anyone in their path scurried out the way or ended up on their behind on the gross, sticky floor.

      "You got a man?" Leader asked.

      "Several," said Abbie. "And before you proceed with your hopeless attempts to pick me up—" she pointed over her shoulder— "I'd say you got a couple of your own."

      Leader smiled. He held her eye a second, then turned towards the thugs who were now almost at the table. The girl and boy on either side looked too. The girl gave a little squeak and squeezed Leader's hand. He shook her off.

      "Travis," she said. Her voice hurried, afraid.

      "Shut up."

      Then the thugs were at the table. Pressed close, leaning in. They looked remarkably similar. Products of the same batch at the local thug factory. Abbie guessed they weren't related, but it was possible. 

      One of them, slightly the taller of the two, looked at Abbie.

      "Going to need you to jog on, little lady. Got some business with Travis here."

      Abbie met the thug's eye, then looked to Leader—to Travis. He was holding fast to his bravado, but it was coated in butter and was slipping through his fingers.

      "Piss off, Ronson," he said, though he was leaning away from the thug. "I'm chatting with my new friend."

      Ronson gave Travis a look that said, Don't test my patience, and Travis fought desperately not to whimper. To stay strong. After a beat, Ronson returned to Abbie.

      "Just get lost, will you?"

      "I'd rather not." Abbie didn't hesitate. She hadn't had to. 

      "Excuse me?"

      "Don't get me wrong," she said. "I'm not looking to disturb your conversation with cocky Travis here. I won't even earwig. Consider me absent. But take a look around. You see any free seats? I've had a hard night. I want to sit here and enjoy my, uh—" she looked at the bottle in her hand. A brand she didn't recognise. It was a weird colour. "Cola, I guess."

      Ronson stared. He wasn't sure how to handle this woman in the hooded top and in his way. From the look of those beady eyes, she guessed his preference would be violence. But in such a busy place? Even surrounded by drunken youths, he'd be remembered.

      "There's plenty of room," said Abbie. "We can get cosy. Everyone else seems to be."

      "Lady—"

      "That's Ms Lady to you."

      Ronson closed his eyes. Took a breath. Abbie loved making them—his sort—mad. She could almost feel the heat of his frustration.

      "You don't know what you're getting in the middle of," he said.

      "That's the thing about me. I never do."

      Ronson turned to his partner. Perhaps looking for support. If so, he'd be disappointed. The non-Ronson thug had his eye on three young ladies who might have been legal, but only just. If life were a cartoon, his eyes would be on stalks. Maybe he was admiring their dresses. Somehow, Abbie doubted it.

      Seeing he was on his own, Ronson returned to Abbie. Sensing he was about to start in again, she raised a hand.

      "Let me save you some time, Ronnie. Unless you're ready to start a ruckus in this fine establishment, you'll not see my bum leave this seat. If we assume violence is out—and you look like a respectable, law-abiding citizen, so I think we can—then your choices are to join me on this bench and conduct your little conversation with Travis in my presence. Or piss off."

      Someone needed to pop a pin in Ronson's forehead. If he didn't release the steam in his skull soon, his head would explode.

      He said, "You like the sound of your own voice, huh?"

      "I spend a lot of time alone," she said. "I like talking, and aiming monologues at the mirror never has the same impact as a back and forth with another human. Especially a fine conversationalist such as yourself."

      Ronson closed his eyes again. For longer this time. Maybe Abbie had broken him because when he reopened them, he appeared to go back in time.

      "You don't know what you're getting in the middle of."

      "Yeah. You mentioned."

      He said, "What's this kid to you?"

      "An annoyance. But this isn't about him."

      "Feels like it is."

      "I can't control how you feel," Abbie said, "but whatever you're going to do, can you decide? You're making poor—" she looked to Travis' male friend, the one who was in love with the girl who was in love with Travis, and who was presently penned in by Ronson and looking as though his bladder might be about to let go. "Sorry, what's your name?"

      He said something. No one heard. 

      Rolling his eyes, Travis said, "Michael. His name's Michael."

      "Michael then. You're making poor Michael uncomfortable."

      Ronson cast a glance at Michael and for a second, Abbie thought he might punch the boy, just to relieve some tension. On Ron's part, this would be a terrible move because Abbie would be forced to react. Of course, Ronson had no way of knowing that.

      Luckily, he didn't hit Michael. Crisis averted. His gaze returned to Abbie. He opened his mouth then pulled it closed. Abbie got the feeling he had been about to mention once again how she didn't know what she was getting in the middle of.

      "I know," she said. "Call me piggy."

      Admirably ignoring this jibe, Ronson turned to Travis.

      "You call the boss by 10am.”

      An awkward pause hung in the air. For a few seconds, no one spoke.

      Then Abbie said to Ronson, "I think you're supposed to say, Or else."

      Ronson turned to Abbie. "God, I hope I see you again."

      "Me too. Bring flowers. Not roses, though. Use your imagination."

      He growled. Like a big dumb animal. Which was apt.

      After pointing at Travis, a final non-verbal warning, Ronson spun, grabbed the shoulder of his useless partner, and dragged the lump away from the girls in the other corner. Fifteen seconds later, they had squeezed their broad shoulders and inflated testosterone glands out of the door and disappeared into the night.

      It was coming up on 02.30. Already, things were starting to happen.

      When the cafe door closed, Abbie looked at the three across the table, wondering if they might thank her or reveal something interesting.

      Michael and the girl looked terrified.

      Travis smiled.

      "That was hot. Now let's get you back to my place and celebrate."

      There was a long pause. 

      For the avoidance of doubt, Travis said, "Naked."

      And beamed like an idiot.
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      Charitably, Abbie decided to pretend Travis hadn’t made the naked comment, nor tried to entice a woman at least ten years his senior back to his place for fun and games that presumably did not include Scrabble and Twister. Well, maybe a kind of Twister.

      “What did dumb and dumber want with you anyway?” she said.

      “Forget them,” said Travis.

      “Who’s their boss?” Abbie pressed. “What’s he want with you?”

      “He’s nobody. Forget him. Let’s talk about us.”

      Travis was doing an admirable job of hiding his nerves. The teens on either side of him were lapping it up. They truly believed their leader fearless, even in the face of a situation they clearly found terrifying.

      Years of experience allowed Abbie to see through the facade. Travis was afraid alright. Pride and libido would prevent him revealing the truth of his situation to Abbie. At least tonight.

      “You should get home. Surely mummy and daddy will be worried.”

      “You think I can walk away from such a beautiful woman?”

      The girl made a small noise. Michael looked her way. Travis kept his eyes on Abbie.

      “Name?” Abbie asked of the girl.

      She hesitated. Though Abbie had done nothing to encourage the situation (except existing and being in his presence), she had captured Travis’ attention, so the girl disliked her. Perhaps you could go as far as to use the word hate.

      Once again, it was Travis who divulged the information.

      “Clarissa. But we call her—”

      “Shut up.” Abbie switched focus to Clarissa. “You tell yourself he doesn’t know. He’s hitting on and flirting with other women while you’re at his side only because he doesn’t know how you feel. That’s naive. He’s pretending not to know in the same way you’re pretending not to know how Michael feels about you. He’s an arsehole—Travis, I mean. He keeps you around because he likes people being devoted to him, but he’s not interested. He will never be interested.” She glanced at Michael, then back to Clarissa. “Give Mickey here a chance. He’d treat you right. You’d be surprised how important that is.”

      She looked from one to the other, across the three faces. Michael and Clarissa looked mortified. If Travis was annoyed that Abbie had called him out, he didn’t show it. Abbie wasn’t surprised. He had one thing on his mind. Whether he hated or loved Abbie didn’t come into it.

      Abbie wouldn’t be getting anything useful out of these three tonight.

      Still smiling, Travis leaned forward, preparing his next move. Abbie swigged from her drink for the first time. Gagged. Slamming on the cap, she chucked the drink towards Travis before he could speak.

      “Have this. It’s disgusting.”

      As Travis raised a hand to prevent the bottle smashing his face, Abbie removed a folded slip of paper from her jacket and pressed it into Michael’s hand.

      “I’d still like to know what happened here,” she said as she slid along the booth seat and climbed to a standing position.

      Michael only stared. Travis had seen the exchange.

      “What was that? Hey, you can’t be going already?”

      “Go home,” she said to Travis. To all three of them. “Must be well past all your bedtimes.”
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t look back. She went to the counter where Bobby had been watching her.

      He said, “Making friends?”

      In the last ten minutes, Abbie had seen no one approach the counter. During that time, Bobby had remained standing, exactly where he was. Somehow, his smile never faltered, and he didn’t look as though he were about to collapse from boredom. Abbie wanted to ask how he did it, but starting a friendly conversation was dangerous.

      “You see the thugs who came to the table?” she asked.

      “I did.”

      “You know who they were?”

      “Not specifically.”

      “But you think you know? You have an idea who pays their wages?”

      Bobby considered this. Behind him, the kitchen was empty. His colleagues had snuck out for a fag or a spliff and would be back only when he called them. Bobby didn’t seem to mind.

      “You still haven’t told me your name.”

      “And?”

      “And I’m not in the habit of sharing information with total strangers.”

      This was not unexpected. When it came to getting to know a bit about Abbie, Bobby was obviously going to be a dog with a bone. Of course, her name meant nothing. She could give it. Something held her back. Was it worth it? Travis was not the stranger she had come to help.

      But this chicken shop was the first place she’d visited, and the only empty seat in the house had put her opposite the little altercation with Ronson. Coincidence? Possibly. That didn’t mean it wasn’t worth learning a little more.

      “Name’s Abbie,” she said. “Who’s the thugs’ boss?”

      “Nice to meet you, Abbie.”

      “Who pays their wages?”

      Bobby sighed. “Like I said, I don’t know for sure. If they were hired muscle and up to no good, my guess would be Francis Roberts.”

      “And what do you know about him?”

      Bobby glanced to the table Abbie had left. Michael had stood; Travis and Clarissa were shifting out from the bench. Michael had his head down, silent. Clarissa was still flushed red. As he stood, Travis made a joke. Only he laughed. Anger flashed across his face.

      Then they were leaving. All three glanced back to Abbie at different intervals before exiting through the front door.

      “What’s your interest in this?” Bobby asked.

      “General.”

      “Really?”

      He didn’t believe her. Why would he? Having appeared from nowhere, Abbie had stood in the way of a thug talking to an annoying kid. Now she was asking questions about a man people seemed to believe was dangerous.

      Still, she reiterated. “Really.” Thankfully, this didn’t seem to deter Bobby.

      “About Francis Roberts,” he said. “Local businessman. Owns property. Bars, mostly. Also a hotel, a spa, a restaurant. Couple of houses. He wouldn’t threaten the Times Rich List, but as far as this town goes, he might as well be Elon Musk. He likes to throw his weight around. Like a sensible person, I try steer clear, but rumour has it he deals in more than legal goods. And punishes people who upset him. Or makes them disappear.”

      Abbie listened, internalised, nodded. “Thanks.”

      Bobby stared. “That’s it?”

      “No, actually. I need a hotel for the night. Somewhere I can book a room at half-two in the morning.”

      “But you don’t want to know any more about Francis?”

      “Do you know more?”

      “Not really, but—“

      “Well then.”

      “I want you to understand,” Bobby went on, “what I said was rumour. Not the stuff about him being rich and owning property, but the illegal goods dealing and violence.”

      “I understand,” said Abbie. “And this hotel?”

      Bobby’s mouth was hanging a little. He didn’t know what to make of this mystery woman asking the strangest questions. He was suspicious. Also intrigued. Abbie could have warned him: you know what they say about curiosity and the cat.

      “Sure,” said Bobby, taking the path of least resistance. “I know a hotel that’ll take you, even this late. Can give you the address and number. Got a phone? I’ll write it down.”

      Abbie routed in her bag and withdrew two items: a pen and another scrap of paper, this one blank. She dropped them on the counter. Bobby raised his eyebrows.

      “What’s wrong with this modern world that we must insist on doing everything digitally,” said Abbie.

      “You not got a phone?”

      “Everyone has a phone.”

      Bobby opened his mouth to respond, then shook his head. Leaning over, he took the pen and began to scrawl on the paper. Once done, he handed her both, and she glanced at the latter.

      “This place has two numbers?”

      “The second one’s mine.”

      She rolled her eyes. Folded the paper and stuffed it in her pocket.

      “Any chance you had of me calling went out the window when you sold me that drink,” she said, pointing back at the table. “I don’t make friends with people who try to poison me.”

      Without missing a beat, he said, “I get the impression you don’t go in for friends at all.”

      This actually drew a smile from Abbie. Though it was bittersweet. How right he was. The sad thing was he believed it was her choice. How could he know she’d never wanted to be this cold?

      “Good night, Bobby.”

      “Night, Abbie. I hope to see you again.”

      Having already used her flowers line on Ronson, Abbie only raised a hand in a half-wave as she left the counter and departed Perfect Chicken—aka Vomit Inducing Pigeon—into the night.
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      It was almost three in the morning. Despite this, the friendly-sounding Glenda Obafemi answered Abbie’s call on the third ring. There was no hint of grogginess or annoyance in her voice as she said she’d be delighted to offer Abbie a room.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can, but I might get held up.”

      “Turn up whenever, darling. I’ll look forward to seeing you.”

      The hotel was only a fifteen-minute walk from the chicken shop. Abbie had halved that distance when she heard voices.

      By the time she had left Perfect Chicken, the last of the clubbers had drained away. The only noise came from people leaving the same place as Abbie and disappearing into the dark. After a few minutes, silence had enveloped her.

      Until the voices.

      She’d told Glenda she might get held up. If asked to suggest a percentage chance that a random encounter would waylay her progress to the hotel, she would have lied because 50-50 sounded ridiculous to any ordinary person—anyone without Abbie’s experiences.

      She was walking through a commercial neighbourhood when she heard them. At least two men. Arguing.

      Offices flanked her. All silent. Dark. Between two buildings, an arched alley offered enough room for a car to pass under into what was presumably a carpark at the back of the two offices on either side of the tunnel.

      The tunnel itself was shrouded in darkness. The voices came from its other end, in the carpark.

      Most people would walk on. After all, the argument was probably private. It didn’t sound as though anyone was under attack. And who wanted to put themselves in danger when they hadn’t been spotted, when they could rush home to a warm bed?

      Abbie was on the other side of the road to the tunnel. The moment she heard the shouts, she stepped off the pavement and crossed the street. On the other side, she moved quickly to the end of the tunnel and peered into the darkness.

      The voices were low but agitated. Even from this distance, Abbie struggled to make out what they were saying. She could tell now that, unless there was a silent party, it was definitely two men. Or one, arguing with himself and good at changing his voice.

      The tunnel was short. Abbie stepped in and crossed to the wall closest to the men. They were out the other side, around the corner from the wall which Abbie now pressed against. The carpark itself was gloomy. Lit by a single lamp on the back wall of one of the offices.

      As Abbie edged up the wall, the voices became clearer.

      “You honestly think I could just walk away?”

      “You have to.”

      “My life is here.”

      “What life?”

      This brought a stunned silence, and in that silence, Abbie could almost hear the hurt of the man who had been told he didn’t have a life.

      “Danny, sorry, I didn’t mean—“

      “You think ’cause I ain’t got the wife and house, baby on the way, I ain’t got a life? You think I can just walk away and start again?”

      “I’m not saying it’ll be easy. I’m saying it’s your only choice.”

      Abbie had reached the end of the tunnel. Her back remained pressed to the wall. The men stood around the corner, probably only a couple of feet away.

      “There’s always more than one choice,” said Danny. “And I choose to come home. To my brother, my friends. To my…”

      He cut off. Abbie stayed pressed against the wall but felt uncomfortable eavesdropping. It wasn’t her style.

      “Your what?”

      Danny took a breath as Abbie stepped away from the wall.

      “You know who I mean,” he said. I love—” 

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      “You’re a moron.”

      Abbie stepped around the corner as Danny punched the other man in the face. As Man Two staggered back, Danny came forward and swung another fist. Wild, reckless. He got lucky, and Man Two went down. 

      Danny wasn’t done.

      He made to charge.

      Abbie grabbed his jacket. Yanked. As Danny came back, Abbie lifted a leg and tripped him. Took him to his behind on the concrete path.

      She said, “I think that’s probably enough.”

      Man Two was already rising. From the floor, a dumbfounded Danny stared at Abbie as though she were an alien.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Come on, Dan. There’s no need for that.”

      “Fuck off, Eddie,” Dan said. “I’m not talking to you. I’m asking this bitch a question.”

      Danny turned back to Abbie, but she was looking at Eddie. Having fallen between two empty parking spaces, he’d risen right in the line of the lamp on the back of the building. The glow illuminated his face as a spotlight will illuminate an actor’s on stage. He blinked and stepped to one side before it blinded him. Even in the gloom, Abbie could clearly make him out.

      Eddie was her stranger. The man from her dream.

      “Hey, what are you, deaf?”

      As he spoke, Danny rose and grabbed Abbie’s arm. When she’d grabbed his jacket, her sleeve had ridden up. His fingers touched her skin, and she jerked away. 

      “Damn, your hands are cold.” She pointed at Eddie. “I feel even more sorry for you now. Must have been like getting smacked by an ice block. A limp, soft ice block but still.”

      “Bad circulation,” said Eddie. “He’s always had that.”

      Always. Abbie looked from Eddie to Danny, noting the similarities. The puncher was like the punchee, only five years younger, less well-fed, and lacking a decent hairdresser. Brothers.

      Having stumbled as Abbie batted his hand, Danny’s anger was building. This didn’t worry Abbie. It must have concerned Eddie, who stepped forward and raised a palm towards his brother.

      “Calm down, Danny.” Turning to Abbie, he said, “My brother and I were having a discussion. Didn’t mean it to get heated, but you know what siblings are like.”

      “Not personally,” Abbie said, feeling the stab as her sister’s face came to mind. Her beautiful, perfect sister.

      “Well, Dan and I are like cats and dogs. Always have been. When I was fifteen, and he was ten, he pushed me out a window. All in good fun, of course.”

      “Naturally.”

      “So, would you mind leaving us to it? We got some stuff we need to discuss.”

      A need for late-night discussions seemed to be going around. Abbie glanced over Eddie’s shoulder to Dan. The younger brother was like a revving car, building up to blast off. He was all pent up anger and testosterone. He wanted to fight.

      Still, Abbie needed Eddie onside. A task that would be hard enough without her getting off on completely the wrong foot with the guy by punching his brother.

      “Alright,” she said. But Danny jumped in.

      “No. Forget it. We were done anyway.”

      Eddie’s face reddened. “No, we weren’t.”

      “Yeah, we was, and I need some sleep. You wanna speak again, we can do it tomorrow. Afternoon. I got people I need to see first.”

      Danny turned, entered the tunnel. Frustrated, exasperated, Eddie brushed past Abbie and rushed after his brother. 

      “Don’t you walk away from me, Daniel. We’re not done.”

      “Piss off, Ed.”

      As Abbie entered the tunnel after the guys, Danny spun and punched Eddie in the face. Again. This time, Eddie fought back. Bending at the waist, he charged like a bull, smashing Danny in the stomach. Both men went down. Then they were on the floor, slapping and hitting and kicking. Two grown men, one late-twenties, the other early thirties, wrestling like children. Grown-up brothers, still fighting like cats and dogs.

      Danny produced another lucky shot. An elbow to the nose. 

      Eddie screamed. Blood burst across the dark concrete and clothes of both fighters. While Eddie recoiled, grabbing his face, Danny leaned back, pulled in both legs, and fired them into his brother’s chest.

      With another howl, Eddie rolled away, and Danny was scrabbling to his feet. He pointed at Abbie.

      “Don’t try and stop me.”

      Abbie glanced at Eddie, writhing on the floor. Then back to Danny.

      “I shouldn’t need to. He’s done. You’ve won. Now walk away.”

      Perhaps Danny was not a bad guy. He was worked up. Something had pushed him over the edge, and now the anger flowed unopposed. He couldn’t contain it, couldn’t stop it.

      “He wants to control my life,” said Danny. “Gotta teach him a lesson.”

      Eddie had moved to his knees. Still, he held his face. Even in the dark, Abbie could see his hands were drenched with blood.

      “I would say you’ve made your point.”

      “No one asked you, bitch.”

      With a sigh, Abbie stepped over Eddie, putting herself between the brothers.

      “No one ever asks,” she said. “Problem is, I’m meddlesome. Nosy. Just can’t keep out of other people’s business. I know, such unattractive qualities.”

      “You said it.”

      She met his eye. Held it, even in the dark.

      “Come on,” she said. “It’s over. Walk away. Let your brother recover. You can meet for round two tomorrow.”

      Danny pretended to consider. Knowing he was too far down anger road to back away, Abbie wasn’t fooled. She remained tense, ready. She had offered him the chance to leave only to ease her conscience before he forced her to do him some damage.

      He said, “Fine.” Then charged.

      It was too easy—a tiny shift to the right. A half turn at the waist.

      These adjustments assured his left shoulder brushed past her chest. As it did, she grabbed his arm, stuck her knee in front of him and lifted her leg. 

      Danny was wiry, Abbie strong. Neither quality was needed. Momentum did most the work. Abbie’s leg merely eased Danny off the ground, into the air, where he remained until greeted by the tunnel’s brick wall.

      With a yell, he rolled. A cut lined his right cheek. Come morning, his forehead would boast a bulbous bump. There would be plenty of pain. Already was.

      Despite this, he rose.

      “You should stop,” Abbie said, knowing he wouldn’t. “It needn’t get any worse for you.”

      But Danny was ashamed. A girl had put him on his backside. He couldn’t have that, could he?

      With a fist, he lashed out. A wild swing. Pathetic. With ease, Abbie knocked his arm aside, came forward, put a hand behind his head and forced a knee into his stomach. As he staggered, she slammed a boot into his knee, putting him to the ground with a scream.

      He lay on his front. That should have been the end. Could have been.

      Then he said, “Whore.”

      Abbie stamped on the small of his back. Once more, Danny screamed. While she walked away, he clutched his lower spine and began to sob, began to moan. He might have thrown some more insults, but they were strangled.

      Returning to Eddie, Abbie offered a hand. He was still on his knees. The blood had stopped flowing, though it covered his lower face, his hands, the upper segment of his top. He looked light-headed.

      “Come on.”

      A little dazed, he took her hand, let her pull him up. Once he was on his feet, he looked back to his groaning brother. 

      “You hurt him.”

      “He’ll get over it. It’s not like I gave him cooties. Besides, he attacked you.”

      Eddie seemed to be swaying. When Abbie tried to take his arm to help steady him, he shook it off and almost went down.

      “We’re brothers,” he said. “We fight. Who are you anyway, because from where I’m standing, all you did was attack a stranger.”

      Abbie was nobody. Miss No One. Always the stranger. Eddie wouldn’t care for that answer, and it was too early to get into what she was to him. They didn’t know each other well enough. She couldn’t have him calling the men in white coats. 

      “Didn’t look a harmless sibling squabble to me,” she said. “You want him to leave town. He wants to stay. Seems like he won’t be forced out. If I hadn’t been here, how far would he have gone to ensure you left him alone?”

      Eddie shook his head. Pushed past Abbie and started towards his brother. 

      “You don’t know me or us,” he said as he left. “You know nothing about this situation, so why don’t you leave us alone?”

      “Your brother’s life is in danger, right?” Abbie said, following though he didn’t want to be followed. “You care about him. Want to make sure he’s safe, but he isn’t, as long as he’s in town.”

      “Go away.”

      “He won’t be leaving tonight,” she said. “Not in his condition. He needs somewhere to stay. Where will he sleep?”

      Eddie was leaning by his brother, who continued groaning, sobbing.

      “He can stay at mine,” Eddie said.

      “First place they’ll look.”

      Eddie glanced back. “What do you know? Who’s they?”

      Having only heard half the brothers’ conversation, and nothing concrete Abbie had little to go on. But at midnight, she had woken from a dream about Eddie. A dream in which his face was twisted with terror and pain. Upon arriving in Eddie’s town, the first place she’d visited had seen her end up in the middle of an altercation between a boy named Travis and a man named Ronson. The thug Ronson who Bobby believed worked for…

      “Francis Roberts.”

      Eyes widening, Eddie’s head whipped back to Abbie.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      When it came to Abbie’s dreams and the action she took as a result of them, there was no such thing as coincidence. No honest explanation of how she knew Francis was the man who threatened Danny’s life would yet be acceptable to Eddie, just as he would not accept who she was to him. She had to tread carefully. Extra carefully, given how he had reacted to her assault on his brother.

      “Francis Roberts looms large over this community,” she said. “But he’s known elsewhere. People beyond the town limits worry about his actions. Your brother’s in danger. Believe it or not, I can help.”

      There was little truth in this. Her words were vague enough that Eddie could read what he wanted into them. She could only pray he was in a frame of mind to want to be helped. To want to take a chance on a perfect stranger.

      At first, he said nothing to Abbie. He returned to his brother and slipped a hand under Danny’s arm. 

      “Come on, mate. Let’s get you up.”

      Danny came, with more moaning and groaning than Abbie thought his condition warranted. From a couple of metres back, she watched. She feared if she was closer, Danny might chance another attack. She wasn’t afraid he would hurt her but that she might do further damage. That would be as bad for relations with Eddie as it would be for her soul.

      “Bitch cheated,” Danny was muttering. “And I think she’s broken my bones.”

      “Sounds like your jaw’s doing alright,” Abbie said. She couldn’t help herself.

      “I think you should go home,” said Eddie. Keeping himself between Danny and Abbie, he propped his brother up and began to walk him down the tunnel.

      “From what I know, Francis is a ruthless man surrounded by ruthless cronies,” Abbie said to Eddie’s back. 

      The guys paused. Eddie said, “What’s your point?”

      “You’re going to take Danny to your home. What happens if Francis’ boys find him there?” She paused for dramatic effect. “Didn’t I overhear your wife’s pregnant?”

      Eddie spun. Danny staggered. Almost fell. Once he steadied himself, he stared at Abbie with wide eyes as Eddie approached her.

      Abbie’s palms were sweaty. She realised one of them was on her stomach and dragged it away. Her heart was racing. It was nothing to do with Eddie. She imagined a woman with a bump. A baby kicking. If she didn’t pull herself together, she would be sick. The sea seemed to be rushing in her ears. She had to focus on Eddie’s lips to know what he was saying.

      “Don’t talk about my wife.”

      “Don’t misunderstand me,” she said. “I’m saying this because I don’t want anything to happen to your wife. All I’m suggesting is you keep Danny out the way until tomorrow. He can use my hotel room.”

      Still, Abbie’s heart was pounding. Her words weren’t coming with any surety. Was that a baby’s cry she could hear in the distance? No. Her mind. Stupid, messed up mind. 

      Eddie might have seen her struggle when he looked into her face. After taking a deep breath, he looked back at Danny.

      “You shouldn’t stay at mine.”

      “I can stay at mine,” Danny said.

      “Out of the question.”

      “You ain’t my boss.”

      Ignoring this childish remark, Eddie returned to Abbie. Looked her up and down as though he might have missed the knife in her hand or the slogan on her T-shirt: I like to murder people called Danny while they sleep.

      “I’ve no idea who you are. You must be crazy to think I’d leave my brother with you overnight.”

      “You think, what, I’m a plant?” Abbie shook her head. “Is that Francis’ style?.”

      “No,” said Danny, but Eddie shrugged.

      “I don’t know enough about him to take the risk.”

      “Then don’t. Danny can have my hotel room. I’ll sleep elsewhere.”

      Eddie shook his head. “You could sneak back in the night.”

      Abbie watched Eddie’s eyes, watched his expression shift and change. He was in turmoil. He didn’t trust her. He feared for his brother’s life. He was also out of his depth. He wanted a reason to believe her. If she could just nudge him in the right direction…

      It came in a flash. Danny could stay at the hotel. Abbie could be somewhere she couldn’t possibly sneak off to do any killing.

      Smiling at Eddie, she said, “Do you have a spare room?”
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      It was 03:47 when Eddie pulled into the driveway of his worn three-bedroom terrace house. He stopped the car, and the light above their heads came on, illuminating them in an eerie glow.

      For the entirety of the short drive, Eddie had kept his eyes on the road. This was the safe thing to do. Abbie sensed his main reason for keeping his neck so straight was that he feared looking at Abbie, lest it force him to consider his choices. 

      When the car stopped and that soft yellow glow kicked in, he couldn’t help himself. Hands stuck to the wheel, he turned her way. While they were driving, Abbie had pushed her hood down and brushed her hair over her shoulder. When he looked at her, not a strand obscured her face. She didn’t look away nor blink. He wanted to read something in her expression. Whatever, let him try. She needed his trust and quickly. Time was running out.

      After thirty seconds, he looked away. He thumped the steering wheel then forced his hands into his lap. Abbie watched this show without comment. They were both facing the house when Eddie kicked off the conversation.

      “This is such a mess.”

      “Family,” said Abbie. “Who’d have them?”

      “Yeah, well. It’s tough. We lost our parents when I was twenty-four. Danny was nineteen. Still living at home. He should have been taking those last steps into proper adulthood, and he went completely off the rails. I’ve tried my best. Tried to keep him on the straight and narrow, but what would I have to give up to ensure he never strayed? I’d have to be a full-time carer, but I have a job, a wife, a home. A baby soon.”

      Abbie closed her eyes. There were those distant wails again. A baby in need of its mummy. Her hand drifted to her stomach, and she yanked it off. Eddie looked to her lap, then back to her face.

      “Now I’m sitting in my car talking to a stranger,” he said. “A stranger who came out of nowhere, attacked my brother, then offered him a room. What’s that about?”

      “Actually, he attacked me.” 

      “Whatever. It’s not right. Shows how messed up my life’s got, how complicated, that I’d even consider taking your help. No offence.”

      “None taken.”

      “This is a one-night thing,” he said. “You’ll take the spare room. It’s right next to mine, and I’m on edge. I won’t be sleeping soundly. You try to leave, I’ll hear. Got it?”

      “Received and understood.”

      He glared. Was Abbie taking the piss? He was too tired, drained, to push the matter. He went on.

      “You wake up before me, you stay put. You do not leave that room until I fetch you, okay?”

      “Got it,” she said. “You’re the dog, I’m the stick. You’ll fetch me.”

      Another glare. Once more, Eddie pushed on without chastising. What a champ.

      “Before I get you, I’ll have to find a way to explain all this to Jess. Christ, what’s she going to say?”

      “Jess is your wife?” Abbie ventured.

      “My pregnant wife,” Eddie said, as though this was an important distinction. “Which is to say she’s all over the place emotionally. One minute she’s sobbing her eyes out, then screaming in my face, then dragging—“ He stopped. His face flushed.

      “You into bed?”

      A third glare, only for a second, then his eyes softened. Once again, he took the time to examine Abbie's face. If he noticed her discomfort, it didn’t bother him.

      “This is such a bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m guessing you don’t have a pregnant wife—“

      “Don’t assume.”

      “—Because if you did, you’d know bringing a beautiful woman to the home you share with said pregnant wife is not a smart play. Ever. But especially at four in the morning.”

      “Four is worse than three?”

      No glare. This time a sigh.

      “Sorry,” said Abbie. “Using humour to deflect from my embarrassment at you calling me beautiful. I’m very insecure.”

      “Self-aware, too, huh?”

      “When you spend 95% of your time alone, and you don’t have Netflix, self-analysis becomes a major hobby.”

      Eddie shook his head. Frustrated. Exasperated. Abbie tended to have that effect on people.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “Your wife won’t think we’ve had sex. Unless you like it real rough.”

      “What?”

      Abbie reached across Eddie, and he flinched as though afraid she was about to unzip his fly. Instead, she reached up and pulled down the sun-visor on his side of the car. Behind a grey flap, she found a mirror, revealing it to Eddie.

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Ah. Might want to wash that off when we get in.”

      Raising a hand, Eddie touched his face as though sure the dried blood must be an illusion. Somehow, under the power of the light, it didn’t look quite so bad as it had in the darkness of the tunnel. Still, it was immediately noticeable. As was the fact that his nose was out of shape. After touching his cheek, Eddie reached next for his nose and tapped the end, then winced in pain.

      “Jess is going to go mental.”

      “I can fix that,” said Abbie, gesturing to Eddie’s nose. “Want me to?”

      She had her hand up. When Eddie saw it, he shook his head with a vigour that suggested Abbie had offered him an aggressive rectal exam.

      Abbie shrugged. Said, “Fine,” then whipped her hand across the car and shoved the nose back into place.

      Eddie screamed.

      “Oh, don’t be a baby.”

      “You bitch.”

      There were tears in his eyes. But using the mirror, he could tell the nose was at least back in place. He pressed it again, winced, then wiped the tears with a hand that was also stained with blood.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get inside. Give me a few hours sleep, then I’ll drop you at the hotel and collect Danny. Then we can move on with our lives.”

      Stepping from the car, Abbie looked to the house. A nice place. Nothing special but a decent first home for a young couple looking to start their lives together. Baby on the way. Eddie had it all. Abbie truly wished she could leave him to get on with his life.

      He had no idea how much danger he was in.

      “What did your brother do? Why does Francis want him?”

      Locking the car, Eddie shook his head. “No. We’re not talking about this. Our involvement is all but over. I don’t care how you know Francis or what your issue with him is. I only care about my brother, and I’m dealing with that.”

      Abbie wanted to push, but her relationship with Eddie was at a delicate stage. She needed his trust, and frustration could snap that like kindling. Best bet was to go along with what he wanted and hope for a chance to win him around after a few hours sleep.

      As they approached the door, Eddie removed his keys. Arriving at the stoop, he looked again at her hoody.

      “Don’t suppose you’re carrying a surprising amount of weight under that top, are you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It’s just Jess,” he said. “That hoody doesn’t give anything away, so the tendency is to imagine you’re hiding a model’s body beneath all that warmth.”

      Eddie’s eyes held on the hoody a little too long for Abbie’s liking. She began to wonder about his imagination and where it might be taking him.

      Pointing to the keyhole of the front door, she said, “Why don’t you focus on the task in hand.”

      A beat, then he turned. “Yes, right, of course.”

      With extreme caution, he opened the door. It was almost soundless. Turning back before he crossed the threshold into the house, he whispered to Abbie.

      “Follow me upstairs. I’ll take you straight to the spare room. And be silent. I’ll get you set up, then wash my face. Jess doesn’t need to know anything until the morning. Got it?”

      Abbie nodded. Though she didn’t particularly enjoy being managed, she was willing to do as he asked for the time being. 

      Eddie stepped into the house, and Abbie followed. The front door opened straight into the living room. The room was dim, lit only by a lamp on a coffee table. The coffee table was next to a comfortable looking sofa, and on that sofa sat a woman Abbie could only assume was Jess.

      “Ed,” she said, rising. “What have you been? What happened to your face?”

      She paused, looked over Ed’s shoulder, pointed a finger at Abbie as her voice raised an octave.

      “And who the hell is this?”
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      It took some time for Eddie to calm his wife. At first, it seemed she would only become more and more worked up until she was ready to run into the kitchen, grab the sharpest blade she could find, and start hacking people up.

      Everything changed when her agitation reached a peak, and she took two storming steps towards Abbie with her arm outstretched. Abbie, who had stayed out of the conversation and was trying not to look at Jess’ bump, retreated a step and almost fell out of the still-open front door.

      Then Jess bent double and wheezed with pain.

      In a shot, Eddie was across the room, his arm around his wife, leaning down to put his head beside hers.

      “Baby, baby, are you okay? Is little one okay?”

      Abbie closed her eyes. Could hear the baby’s cries in the distance and had to take deep breaths to combat the ghostly sounds.

      The front door was still open. As Eddie directed his wife to the sofa, Abbie had to fight the urge to bolt into the street, into the night, and away from this town. Not an option. Summoning all the strength she could muster, Abbie took the door and pushed it closed.

      Jess was back on the sofa, Eddie at her side. She had a hand on her belly and was taking deep breaths. He put a hand over hers, but she knocked him away.

      “I’m fine, idiot,” she snapped. “Baby’s kicking, and I overexerted myself trying to reach your little slut of a mistress.”

      “She’s not my mistress.”

      “Oh, whatever, Edward.”

      “Not a slut, either,” Abbie added, then took a step back when they both shot daggers her way. “Don’t worry, you weren’t to know. Just an FYI.”

      “Danny did this?” Jess said, gesturing to Eddie’s face. She got a nod in response. “That shit. Why do you let him keep taking? You bail him out time and again, and for what? A bloody nose and a pissed off pregnant wife. Where is he now?”

      Eddie glanced at his wife’s round tummy. Maybe he feared she would, upon discovering Danny’s location, go give Eddie’s little brother a piece of her mind. In doing so, she could easily do herself, and the baby, a mischief.

      From her tummy, he looked to her eyes. There was no saying no to anger like that.

      “He wanted to go home, but it’s not safe. Abbie saw us fighting and stopped Danny kicking in my skull. She’s letting him use her hotel room. I said she could stay in our spare.”

      “Abbie sounds like a saint,” said Jess, looking to the subject of her sentence as she spoke.

      When attacked, verbally or physically, directly or via passive-aggressive sarcasm, Abbie was used to reacting, to fighting back. Because she needed Eddie’s trust and because she didn’t feel quite herself, she gave Jess a pass.

      There was a silence. Then Jess shook her head and pinched her husband’s arm.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “The spare bed isn’t going to make itself. And I’m sure our guest would like to sleep at some point tonight.”

      Jess put a little too much emphasis on the word sleep. Eddie looked uncomfortable.

      “Sweetie, you know I’m not sleeping with her. I mean for God’s sake, I wouldn’t—“

      “Bring her here? Yes, even you’re not that stupid.”

      “Right, but I wouldn’t—“

      “Just go and make the bed, Eddie.”

      Before Eddie could say anything further, Jess had gripped his shoulder and shoved, pushing herself to feet and making her husband wince. Once she was up, Jess turned and pointed to the stairs. Eddie still looked unsure.

      “Go on,” she said. “I’ll make our guest a drink. Just wash up before you start, won’t you? I’m sure Abbie doesn’t want to sleep on sheets caked in blood.”

      Jess turned away, making it clear the conversation was over. At least on this topic. At least for now. She turned to Abbie and gestured through an arch to the kitchen/diner.

      “Shall we?”
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      “I bet it’s cold out there. Water won’t cut it. How about hot chocolate? I love a hot chocolate on a cold evening.”

      Abbie would have liked a whiskey. As Jess held up a purple container of chocolate powder, she forced a smile and said, “Sounds nice.”

      The kitchen/diner was a decent size. An island separated the two with a basic wooden table on one side and the kitchen appliances on the other. Abbie wanted to sit, but Jess hadn’t offered a seat, so she instead passed the island and stood out of the way in the kitchen, by the sink.

      She said, “I want you to know I have no interest in your husband.” This wasn’t strictly true. Abbie had a great interest in Eddie. Just not a sexual one. For now, that was all that mattered.

      Jess did a half-turn, frowned as though unsure what Abbie was saying, then turned back to the hot chocolate with a laugh and a wave.

      “No, of course not. And if you were having an affair, Ed would never bring you here while I was home. He was right about that. Bound to happen eventually, I suppose.”

      Opening the fridge, Jess withdrew the milk and poured some into a pan. She placed the pan on the hob, turned on the flame, and went to the cupboard to grab a couple of mugs.

      “It’s the baby,” she said, returning to the stove. “It’s in your womb, kicking your bladder and your kidneys and whatever else, but it also takes over your mind. Like a parasite. Which I suppose is technically what it is. It makes you crazy, pulls your emotions this way and that. Makes you paranoid. I never would have reacted to your arrival like that pre-pregnancy. I promise. What did I call you? A skank?”

      “A slut,” correct Abbie.

      “Oh, that’s awful, isn’t it?” said Jess, as though someone else had delivered the slur. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Duck’s back,” said Abbie.

      “What? Oh, like water off a. Clever.”

      Abbie wasn’t sure it was clever but didn’t pass comment. The milk began bubbling in the pan. Jess poured powdered chocolate into the mugs then killed the hob’s flame. With swiftness but care, she poured the milk into the mugs, then turned to Abbie, twisting the pan so the end of the handle was exposed.

      “Put that in the sink, would you?”

      As Abbie performed the task, Jess said, “I still don’t trust you, mind.” 

      Releasing the pan, Abbie turned back to Jess. “Nor would I expect you to.”

      “Course not,” Jess said, removing a teaspoon from a drawer and stirring the first cup of steaming chocolate. “What kind of woman puts herself between two fighting men she doesn’t know?”

      “But if I were a man it would be okay?”

      Jess rolled her eyes, took the teaspoon from the first mug and stirred the second.

      “Forget the genders then. Isn’t it odd for one person to step between two fighting strangers? They might have had knives or guns. They might have turned on you.”

      “One of them did.”

      Jess chuckled. A dark, humourless chuckle. “Danny. A bad egg. If you’d met in better circumstances, he’d have charmed you. He’s fun, on the surface. But dangerous. Chasing excitement, no matter the cost. Now he’s in trouble again: big surprise. He’s nothing like his brother. Thank God.”

      The teaspoon continued to rattle around the cup. Jess seemed to have been stirring for several minutes. At last, she noticed what she was doing and stopped.

      “Where was I?”

      “You were explaining how you didn’t trust me because I interrupted a fight between two strangers.”

      “Right. Then offered one of those strangers your room for the night while accepting an invitation to come home with the other. To sleep in the spare room.”

      “I appreciate this is an imposition.”

      “That isn’t what I said. I...” Jess stopped, unsure where to take her point. To buy time, she passed one of the mugs of hot chocolate to Abbie, then said, “Should I trust you?”

      Abbie could smell the drink in her hand. Sweet enough to make her feel ill, and she hadn’t even sipped yet. Jess clasped her drink in both hands and rested the mug on her bump. Abbie wished she couldn’t see that rounded stomach.

      “I’m trustworthy,” she said. “But you have no reason to trust me. I accept that.”

      “But you’re in my house. You’re to sleep here. So give me a reason.”

      A difficult question. The truth would make Abbie look insane, and what lie could explain her actions in a way that earned Jess’ trust off the bat? There was none. Which meant there was only one answer.

      “I can’t.”

      “You can’t?”

      “Haven’t you said it yourself? My actions are highly suspicious. I could tell you I rushed to intervene in your husband’s fight because I wanted to ensure no one got hurt. I offered Danny my room because he was in danger and needed somewhere to hide. I felt it would not rest easy on my conscience if I let him go home only to read in the paper or see in the news tomorrow that he had been murdered. But why should you believe that? I’m a stranger. And we live in a suspicious, shady world. Your husband doesn’t trust me. He fears I wish his brother ill. That’s why I’m here. He wants to keep an eye on me.”

      “I bet he does,” said Jess. The comment was pointed. Abbie ignored it.

      “If you want me to leave, I will. No problem. This is your house, and besides, don’t expectant mothers always get their way?”

      Jess chuckled again, and there was a little humour this time. She lifted her mug and looked at the bump beneath as if checking it was still there.

      “Speaking of,” she said. “I’ve been standing more than thirty seconds, and so long as I’m lugging this kid around, that means my feet are about to drop off. Let’s go back to the living room.”

      Abbie led the way. Because she was able to walk rather than waddle, she arrived fifteen seconds earlier than did Jess. She stood beside but did not sit on the sofa. She turned as Jess entered the room, and once more, the bump stole her gaze.

      Jess stopped before reaching the sofa, held her bump, and puffed out air. “It really is a nightmare, this pregnancy thing. You’re a mother, right?”

      Abbie’s breath caught. The baby’s cries were louder than ever. She closed her eyes and took a breath. When she opened them, Jess was staring.

      “No,” Abbie said. “Not a mother. Why’d you ask?”

      Nodding to Abbie’s stomach, Jess spoke in a shaky voice. “My mother said she never did that before she fell pregnant. Been a habit ever since.” Her face had fallen. Realisation was settling. “Abbie, I’m so sorry.”

      Abbie looked to her stomach and found her hand resting there again. She whipped it away and blinked twice.

      Tears. Crap.

      “Nothing to be sorry for,” she said. She looked at the full mug of chocolate, still in her hands, and still, it made her want to be sick. Even more so now. “You were right. I shouldn’t have come. I’ll leave.”

      “No, please.” Jess outstretched a hand, releasing her bump, then pulled it back. She nodded to the sofa. “Come on. Let’s sit.”

      After a few more pained steps, Jess fell into the same seat she’d occupied when Eddie and Abbie had arrived. The furthermost right cushion of the three-seat sofa. She patted the middle cushion, but Abbie took the one on the far left. Light-headed and nauseous already, she was afraid to get any closer to that bump.

      After a minute or so, Jess said, “This is mine and Ed’s second.”

      Abbie looked over to see Jess massaging her stomach. On the mantlepiece, there were two photographs. Another by the telly and a fourth on the coffee table at Abbie’s end of the sofa. Each photo showed only Eddie and Jess. Happy, smiling faces. Following Jess’ comments, Abbie read plenty into those photos.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “We started trying almost two years ago,” said Jess. “Fell pregnant immediately, and I was over the moon. Couldn’t wait to tell people. But Ed, sensible as ever, begged me to wait. At least until we hit three months, he said. Leave it until then, and we’ll tell the world.”

      While she spoke, Jess absent-mindedly massaged her stomach. Her hand moved in small but rapid circles as she stared across the room and relived her story.

      “We were three days from three months when it happened,” Jess said. “There was nothing in particular. I didn’t fall down the stairs or anything. I was at my desk, at work, chatting with my colleagues. All of a sudden, there was cramp. I rushed to the toilet, and there was blood. I went to the hospital and—” She blew out. Puffed air. “That was it. Just like that.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” said Abbie. Words of consolation that meant nothing. But she’d never meant any words of consolation more.

      “Thank you,” said Jess. Still circling her bump. “And loss is right, isn’t it? I told myself, after we left the hospital, it should be okay. I’m pro-choice. Had I got pregnant a couple of years before, when I wasn’t ready, I might have aborted, and that would have been okay. So this should be too. Should be, but it wasn’t. Because, because...”

      “That was your child,” said Abbie. “I get it.”

      Jess looked across the sofa. Abbie looked back.

      “I know you do,” said Jess. “And I’m sorry for your loss, too.”

      Abbie shrugged. Or tried to. Someone seemed to have encased her upper body in concrete.

      “Long time ago,” she managed to say.

      “And I bet it still hurts like hell,” said Jess. 

      Wasn’t that the truth? And as ever, Abbie couldn’t face it. The memories were always there but usually in the background. A nagging presence. Nothing else. Now they threatened to drown her.

      Breaking above water, she stood.

      “I should go.”

      “You’re not going anywhere. It’s late. You’re tired. Besides, Ed’s already made up the bed. Don’t make me tell him it was for nothing.

      On her feet, facing away from Jess, Abbie closed her eyes, rubbed them with the back of her hand. Took a deep breath to forestall any further waterworks.

      “I’m not going to talk about what happened,” she said. 

      “And that’s fine. Of course. As long as you know you could, if you wanted to.”

      Here it was. After assuming there was no way to easily earn Jess’ trust on night one, Abbie had stumbled upon the answer. How she wished she hadn’t. She’d take mistrust over companionship that came at the cost of her reliving those awful memories any day.

      Before the weight of her grief became unbearable, Abbie turned back to Jess.

      “If I’m to take you up on this offer of a room for the night, I must first make a confession.”

      Jess tilted her head. “Oh?”

      Sighing, Abbie looked into her mug, then offered it to Jess.

      “I just can’t stand hot chocolate.”
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      The spare room was also the baby’s room. Neutral walls, a white cot fitted with a brand new mattress and sheet, a child-sized wardrobe, and a chest of drawers topped with a rim and changing mat. To the side of the mat was another table atop which was a nappy and wipes filled box. In one corner of the room, another box contained an assortment of toys, most of which Abbie guessed had been gifted by friends and family rather than bought by the parents-to-be. In front of the box, guarding it, was a teddy with beady black eyes and a beaming smile. The smile reminded Abbie of Bobby, the eyes of Ronson.

      “Just got it finished last weekend,” said Eddie. “Right under the wire, what with Jess due any day. Course, we still have to get rid of that, but we’ve not yet decided what to do with it.”

      He was pointing at the sofa, which he had recently transformed into an unpleasant looking bed. The mattress which topped it looked far harder, far less comfortable than the mattress on the baby’s bed, though it had size on its side. The sheets were stiff from years spent unused in a cupboard somewhere. There was a single, limp pillow.

      “Don’t yet know where to put it,” he said. “Third bedroom, such that it is, is far too small. Might have to get rid.”

      Abbie nodded but wasn’t really listening. Head swimming, she felt as though she could fall any minute. The cries grew louder and louder, to the point where she began to wonder if maybe Jess had given birth downstairs while Eddie showed Abbie the spare room.

      All of a sudden, she needed to be alone.

      “Thank you,” she said, “for putting me up.”

      “Thanks for helping with Danny.”

      Again, Abbie nodded but didn’t speak. She wasn’t facing Eddie. Her eyes were fixed on the cot.

      Eddie said goodnight and left her alone in the dim light of a bedside lamp. Abbie never slept well. She wasn’t sure she’d get even a minute with that cot in the corner and the pregnant Jess next door, shifting and turning.

      And the baby. The one from her past. Wailing and wailing though, in real life, Abbie was sure she had never heard it cry.

      It. Abbie hated saying it, but what was the gender? Boy, girl? She wished she knew. She wished she could pick one and stick with it, but how?

      Because her legs were shaking rather than because sleep was near, Abbie fell on the bed. Across from her was the table on which sat the box of nappies and wipes. Beside it was another photo: the smiling couple, a few months back. Jess was just starting to show.

      Rising, Abbie crossed the room intending to put the photo on its front. Before she knew what was happening, it was in her hands, and she was back on the bed, staring at the glass, and the people captured in the photo beneath.

      Losing a baby had left Jess heartbroken. Now the perfect life was within her grasp.

      How would she cope with a second loss?

      Abbie rose and placed the frame on the table, not face down, but facing away. She fell into bed and put her hands over her eyes.

      She saw Eddie’s face again, twisted, contorted in pain and fear.

      Jess was preparing for her happy ever after.

      The clock was ticking, Jess’ baby was due any day, and if Abbie didn’t do something, Jess would be raising her child alone.

      It was 04.30 in the morning. 

      Less than 44 hours to go.
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      A few hours later, Eddie cooked Abbie breakfast. By the time they left the house, it was nine am, and Eddie possibly had only 39 hours to live.

      It was only ten minutes to the hotel. Having banked some trust and goodwill the previous night, mainly by getting the wife onside, Abbie should have used this time to wheedle information from Eddie on Francis and Danny's relationship, sure as she was that any danger Eddie faced likely came from this entanglement.

      Still shaken following a night of nightmares which had ended only when she woke with a start and rushed across the room to destroy the cot, only stopping herself at the last second, Abbie could not find the strength to speak, and they arrived having said not a word to each other.

      The hotel was a small independent that would likely be described as offering bags of charm. This was not an unfair assessment, even if it was a phrase that made Abbie want to puke. 

      They entered the lobby and passed the empty reception desk. Last night, Glenda had explained she worked sixteen-hour days and employed only one member of staff. It was impossible to operate the receptionist desk at all hours, so she gave her mobile number out freely and had installed a bell on the desk. Knowing where they were going, Abbie and Eddie head straight upstairs.

      There were only five bedrooms in the hotel, one of which belonged to Glenda. Of the other four, Abbie's was the smallest and the one positioned furthest from the stairs on the first floor. Abbie knew this only because Eddie led the way. After checking in with Glenda and explaining that Danny would be using her room (a suspicious request that Glenda had accepted with a surprising amount of grace and lack of questions), Abbie had waited by the car for Eddie to return.

      Eddie had also kept the key. Reaching the door, he paused once he had slid it into the lock.

      "Maybe you should wait outside."

      He didn't mean it. The nerves were evident on his face. He worried how his brother might act in the cold light of day. Afraid another fight might ensue.

      Rather than responding, Abbie stepped back. Let him read into that what he would. After a spot of hesitation, Eddie nodded, turned the key in the lock, and pushed it open. As soon as he had stepped across the threshold, Abbie followed.

      The door opened onto a short corridor created by the en-suite on the right and built-in wardrobe on the left. Beyond these, Abbie could see a desk on the left-hand wall upon which sat a telly. Presumably to hang his coat, Danny had pulled the desk chair a little way back from the desk. In the intervening hours, the jacket had fallen to the floor and now pooled in a bunch around the chair's back legs. The en-suite blocked all but the bottom end of the bed from sight. There was a window at the end of the room Abbie could see. The curtains were drawn.

      The room was silent. Either Danny was immobile and didn't snore, or he had gone out. If he had left for the morning, he had done so without opening the curtains. Unsurprising. He had also gone without his jacket. More surprising, given the temperature outside.

      Eddie had moved to the edge of the en-suite wall. Abbie stepped into the room, lowered her foot, then stopped and pulled it back. She looked at the mark on the carpet where she had almost placed her foot. Reaching out a hand, she grabbed Eddie's arm.

      "Hang on a minute."

      But he whipped his arm away ("I told you to wait outside") and stepped further into the room, passing the en-suite and turning to look upon the bed.

      "He's not here," Eddie said. "He promised me. Shit."

      Abbie passed the first mark and noticed another near the coat on the floor. A third and fourth by the far wall near the baseboard of the bed. There was also the hint of something poking out beyond the bed's end, on that far side.

      "Eddie," Abbie said, her voice calm. "Maybe we should step outside a moment."

      Ignoring her, Eddie continued into the room. Abbie passed the en-suite and looked at the bed. Still made. Though the duvet was a little ruffled on one side where someone had, at least briefly, lay down.

      Eddie had reached the window. He threw open the curtains and turned to his right. He looked down into the small space between the exterior wall and the bed. As he did, Abbie went to the desk, grabbed Danny's jacket, and pulled out the desk chair.

      Eddie made a small, strangled sound, and his legs buckled. Having pulled back the chair, Abbie was already moving. She slid an arm around Eddie's back, catching him before he fell.

      "No," he whispered. "No. No. No."

      "Come on. Sit down."

      He said, "No," again, but put up zero fight as she nudged him back and forced him into the chair.

      "Try to take deep breaths."

      "No. No. No." All the blood seemed to have evacuated Eddie's head and hands. Maybe it had rushed to his feet.

      Leaving Eddie briefly, Abbie stepped to the exterior wall and looked beside the bed. She had brought from the car her drawstring bag containing all her possessions. Shoving in her hand, she withdrew her phone, unlocked it. She'd only had it a couple of weeks. Would only have it a couple more. Luckily, it took no phone-specific knowledge to achieve her aims.

      "I'd like to speak to the police."

      While she spoke to the person at the other end of the line, revealing her location and telling them what had happened, she patted Danny's jacket with a subtle hand. Not that Eddie was paying her any attention. Inside, she found Danny's wallet and keys. Nothing else. Once she'd hung up the phone, she threw the jacket on the bed.

      Eddie was still mumbling. "No. No. No. Danny."

      Danny lay on his back between the bed and the wall. The way he was sprawled, his arms and legs in awkward positions, you might have assumed he had collapsed beside rather than on his bed after a heavy night, and passed out drunk.

      But drunks don't sleep with wide-open, terror-filled eyes. At least, not in Abbie's experience. Nor did their impending hangover lead to their chest, their trousers, and their face, as well as the carpet around them, becoming covered in blood.

      The murder weapon was gone, but Abbie had no doubt Danny's killer had stabbed him repeatedly with some kind of blade.

      Not a pleasant way to go.

      Forcing herself away from the body, Abbie returned to the stunned Eddie. With little of value to say, she instead rolled out a cliche.

      "I'm so sorry for your loss."

      Hadn't she said the same to Jess yesterday? Here was a man who had not so long ago lost his baby. Now his baby brother. Abbie wished she couldn't imagine his pain, but she was one of the few people who could say, I know how you must be feeling, and mean it.

      Unlike with Jess, Abbie would not use her past to connect with Eddie.

      Which left her with precious little idea what to say.

      "The police are on their way," was what she went for. "Maybe we should get you downstairs. Get you a drink or something. I know this is hard—"

      She touched his arm, and he jerked away. With his pale skin, wide eyes and the trembling finger he raised to point at her, it was as though he'd seen his brother's ghost rather than the living Abbie.

      Before he spoke, she knew what he was going to say. Planning to head him off, she spoke his name, but he cut her up.

      "You did this," he said. "You killed my brother."

      She spoke his name again. Before she could say another word, Eddie released the most awful, guttural cry of pain and fury.

      And attacked.
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      Eddie’s attack was blind, wild. It took no effort for Abbie to step aside, grab his arm, and use his momentum to discard him.

      Had he been an enemy, or merely someone who had pissed her off, as had Danny the previous evening, she would have spun him into the desk. Possibly smashing his face into the solid wood for good measure.

      As he was a grieving brother and kind man, Abbie didn’t want to hurt Eddie. Instead of the desk, she swung him towards the bed, allowing him to land on his back and bounce. No pain. For either of them.

      Of course, this method did nothing to prevent Eddie coming again. Immediately, he started to rise. Because he was lying and she standing above him, it was easy for Abbie to position herself in such a way that, whenever he tried to rise, she could plant a palm in the centre of his chest and return him to the bed.

      Like a rabid animal, he snapped and snarled every time she pushed him down. Unlike an animal, his eyes were wet from tears.

      “Stop this,” she said, after his third attempt to rise. “You’ll do nothing but wear yourself out.”

      “You killed him. I trusted you. I can’t believe I trusted you.”

      “You want someone to blame. I get that. You know this wasn’t me. I was next door to you, and that spare bed of yours creaks something awful. Wasn’t too comfortable either, though I didn’t mention it. Didn’t want to seem ungrateful.”

      His eyes burned with rage and grief. Abbie closed hers a moment, then sighed.

      “This wasn’t me.”

      “You called someone,” he said. “You did this.”

      She shook her head. But what was the point? He would never believe her. All the progress she had made yesterday with Jess, gone in a second.

      “I’m sorry about Danny,” she said. “I will find out who did this.”

      This was indeed her intention. Not because she felt a strong need to avenge Danny but because she felt finding his killer would enable her to save Eddie’s life. And wasn’t that her primary goal? No. Her only goal.

      Eddie didn’t want to hear it. Promising to find Danny’s killer was pointless when Eddie already believed he was looking at her. He made as though he was trying to rise then rolled, tumbling off the bed on the opposite side to where Danny lay. As Abbie turned, he rose and stumbled back.

      “Please don’t attack me,” said Abbie. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      But grief and rage are the enemies of reason. Had Abbie possessed both gun and sword, Eddie still would have attacked if given the time. Before he got the chance, a frightened Glenda appeared in the doorway.

      “The police,” she said, sounding lost. “The police are outside.”
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      A bland room, lacking both colour and warmth. Featuring nothing other than a solid table and four chairs, two tubes of light fixed into the ceiling, and a sturdy door. There were no windows nor a mirror. Neither the fake kind, that allowed police officers to observe interviews from an adjacent room, nor the honest sort, within which Abbie might have checked the state of the bags under her eyes. Perhaps that she couldn't was for the best.

      Abbie was not under arrest. She was, in police phraseology, A Person of Interest. There was no real reason to believe she had been involved in Danny's murder, other than that he had been killed in a room for which she was paying. Her case had not been helped by Eddie. Following Glenda's declaration, he had stormed outside. Abbie had followed, and when she appeared from the hotel, she'd heard Eddie gibbering about how Abbie had murdered his brother. Calm, collected, Abbie had presented herself to the police, explained that she had arrived with Eddie to find Danny dead, and offered to come to the station to answer any questions.

      In separate cars, Abbie and Eddie had been driven to the local police station. There was no reason to believe Abbie had been involved in Danny's murder, yet she had been waiting to be questioned in this pokey room, alone, for over an hour. Frustrating, but expected. The police would be talking to Eddie, extracting from him every piece of information they could. Leaving Abbie was a precaution. If she was guilty, they hoped to give her time to become worked up and agitated. When they arrived and told her they had spoken to Eddie, they would leave a pause, hoping she would break down and confess to murder. If she was guilty. And they hoped she was. Because she was already in their custody, and didn't that make their job all the easier?

      Unfortunately for the cops, Abbie'd had numerous run-ins with the police. Had been grilled about multiple killings on multiple occasions. She had never been arrested, which was ideal because she had committed none of the murders about which she had been questioned.

      This prior experience meant Abbie used her time alone to consider what might have happened to Danny rather than fret about what Eddie might be saying or what the police might be thinking. She wasn't worried about whether they might arrest her. She thought only of her hotel room and of the dead body. Of what might have happened. She had her ideas, and she analysed them in the silence of the interview room.

      The only other issue that concerned her was the clock. There wasn't one in here, but she could none the less hear the ticking.

      It was 10.14. Almost a quarter of Abbie's time had passed.

      When the police finally let her go, how long would remain before Eddie ended up like his brother?
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      10.36.

      That was when the door opened and a tall man in a pressed suit entered. With him, he carried a closed file and a tiny silver recorder. Both he placed on the table before sitting opposite Abbie. After clearing his throat and somehow failing to offer Abbie a drink, he started the tape and went through the preliminaries. Time, date, etc. He said his name (DI Sanderson) and asked Abbie to identify herself.

      "Abagail King."

      "Thank you." He cleared his throat. "I'm sorry to have kept you waiting. We've been speaking with Mr Edward Dean, who I believe you know."

      And here was the pause. Sanderson adjusted the file on the table and cleared his throat again. He leaned back and loosened his tie, just a touch. It would have offered no added comfort. It was all for show.

      Abbie allowed the charade and silence to drag a little while. Waited until she was sure he was only a couple of seconds from resuming the conversation. Then leaned forward.

      "I'm sorry."

      Sanderson was in his fifties with greying hair and the kind of lines that came not only from age but from working too hard for too long. Abbie was sure he was a professional. Regardless, police work was taxing and too often thankless. At her apology, Sanderson sensed a quick win and, though his mouth remained a straight line, he could not keep the excited glimmer from his eyes.

      "What would you have to be sorry for?"

      "The underfunding of the police force," Abbie said. Her frown suggesting she was surprised he had to ask. Wasn't this obvious? "It's a crime—no pun intended—how successive governments have strangled the money you have available to do your jobs. I mean, the fact you don't have the budget to hire another detective, to enable you to interview both Eddie and myself at the same time. Tragic. Something must be done."

      Sanderson's mouth remained a straight line. If he had similar control over the rest of his face, he might have kept the streak of anger from his eyes and brow.

      "Are you going to make this difficult?" he asked, with some restraint.

      "No."

      She meant this. Despite the hours she had spent in crummy cookie-cutter interview rooms over the last few years, Abbie had great respect for the police and the tough job they did. Making fun of Sanderson was a calculated move designed not to piss off or humiliate him but to make evident that his usual tricks would not work on her. In the past, she had found this led to a more straightforward, open conversation.

      That was assuming Sanderson was reasonable. Professional. If he wasn't, he might frame or even attack her. Those were concerns to be handled as and when they presented themselves.

      "You told my colleague you didn't want a lawyer?" asked Sanderson.

      "Not under arrest, am I?"

      "No."

      "Well, then. I'm going to tell you what I know. I see no reason to deviate from the line of events, so I can't imagine what use legal counsel would be."

      Sanderson nodded but smartly offered no comment on what he thought of this idea. Even a couple of words might have suggested whether or not he believed Abbie guilty.

      After another short pause, he asked, "Do you know what Eddie has told me?"

      "I can guess."

      "Care to?"

      "Okay. Most of the facts Eddie gave you would be true. He would have told you I appeared while he was having a fight with his brother and intervened. That I deduced his brother was in some danger after overhearing Eddie beg him to leave town. I offered my hotel room to Danny after Eddie decided it was too dangerous for Danny to go to his own home, and I suggested it was not wise for Danny to stay with Eddie and his pregnant wife. All right so far?"

      Abbie didn't expect Sanderson to answer. She wasn't disappointed.

      "Carry on."

      So she did.

      "He'll tell you he was suspicious of my motives. I offered to sleep in my car while Danny slept in my hotel room, but Eddie feared I worked for the people with whom Danny was in trouble. He was afraid I would sneak into the hotel late at night and murder his brother. So, we decided I would stay in Eddie's spare room. He said he would hear me if I tried to leave. Given the proximity of his room and the spare, and the creakiness of the sofa bed on which I slept, I would have to agree with that hypothesis. That decided, we took Danny to the hotel and Eddie and I returned to his home. I had a short conversation with Jess, Eddie's wife, then went to sleep. In the morning, Eddie drove me back to the hotel, where we found Danny in a far deader state than he had been left by his brother the previous night. I called the police, Eddie accused me of murder, and that about brings us up to date. That what he said?"

      She wondered if Sanderson would hold out on her again. This time, he played it straight.

      "Pretty much word for word."

      "Great," said Abbie. "Now for where we diverge. As specified already, Eddie was worried I worked for those who wished his brother ill. I don't. This suspicion was renewed with gusto when we found the dead Danny. Like I said, Ed accused me of killing his brother. I’m sure he repeated the accusation to you on the record. Still, neither you nor he really believes I’m the assassin.”

      Sanderson raised his eyebrows. “Do we not?”

      “No. You don’t. I’m sure when you questioned Eddie, he confessed it would have been almost impossible for me to have got out of bed without him knowing, let alone to have snuck out of the house, stolen his car, driven to the hotel, killed Danny, returned, parked the car, snuck back into the house, and back into bed all without him having a clue. That right?"

      Sanderson made no comment.

      “If I had done,” Abbie continued. “Would I not also have pinched the hotel key? I know Eddie left that with the house keys, which I would have needed to get back in after committing the murder, so why would I take one and not the other?”

      This piqued Sanderson’s interest.

      “What makes you think the killer didn’t have a key?” he asked. “There was no sign of a break in.”

      Abbie hesitated. Maybe she had said too much. But she had been sitting in the cell examining the evidence, and she always was a showoff. Anyway, now she had hinted at her suspicions, she had to follow through.”

      “Firstly,” she said. “If the killer had a key, they would have listened at the door to ensure Danny was asleep, then snuck in and killed him while he slept.”

      “Maybe they did,” said Sanderson. “Maybe when the killer stabbed Danny, he rolled off the bed down the side?”

      “You know that isn’t the case.”

      “How?”

      “No blood on the sheets. No blood on the duvet. Plus, the covers were ruffled on the right side of the bed, not the left. If Danny had been forced off the bed, down the left side, you’d see signs of the struggle in the duvet.”

      “Unless the killer remade the bed.”

      “And washed the sheets? Bit of a risk with a dead body a couple of feet away, don’t you think?”

      “I do think,” said Sanderson. “So if the killer didn’t sneak or break-in, you believe—“

      “The same as you,” said Abbie. “The killer knocked. Danny let them in.”

      “So how did he end up on the left side of the bed? Pretty much as far from the front door as he could get?”

      Abbie put her hands on the table, drummed her fingers. “You know all this. Why do you need me to repeat it?”

      “I’m interested to see if we have the same opinion.”

      Abbie took a breath. It was probably not wise to continue, but she had to go on now.

      “There was a spot of blood on the carpet right through the front door,” said Abbie. “A couple more by the chair at the desk and another by the curtains towards the side of the bed where Danny had died.”

      “Which indicates?”

      “When he opened the door, the killer stabbed him but didn’t remove the knife. The killer shoved Danny back across the room with the knife still inside him. Probably in the belly. The knife would have kept a lot of the blood in the body, the T-shirt and jeans would have soaked up most of the rest. That would explain why only a couple of drops ended up on the floor by the door, the chair, the wall. Once they reached the wall, however, the killer would have turned Danny, shoved him to the ground, lifted the knife, and repeatedly stabbed him. Hence, that’s where you find most of the blood, while there’s none on the sheets.”

      Sanderson smiled. Abbie couldn’t tell if the smile said he was impressed with her reasoning and observation skills or if he believed she was giving him evidence that she was the guilty party. Abbie could only hope that the creaking sofa bed saved the day.

      “If the killer knocked on the door,” said Sanderson, “then stabbed Danny the moment he opened, that might have been you, no?”

      “Possibly,” said Abbie. “But Danny was agitated and afraid. I think much more likely he would have gone to the door and asked who was there. He didn’t like me. My guess would be he would only open the door for someone he wanted to see.”

      “They’d also have to know where he was.”

      Abbie finally managed to hold her tongue on some of her acquired knowledge. She didn’t mind Sanderson knowing she had lifted Danny’s jacket and thrown it on the bed. It would be far too suspicious to tell him she had had the presence of mind to pat it down and note there was no phone in the pocket.

      “I would suggest,” she said, “either someone was following Danny or, more likely, he trusted someone he shouldn’t have. After Eddie and I left, he got in touch with them, told them where he was, and opened the door when they arrived. Regretting that decision was probably the last thing he did.”

      The police would have searched Danny. If they hadn’t found a phone on his person or elsewhere in the room, they would have had to draw the same conclusion as Abbie: that Danny had contacted his killer, and his killer had pilfered his phone before fleeing the scene of the crime. 

      If this was the case, that was information Sanderson didn’t intend to divulge to Abbie.

      “There is another way Danny’s killer might have known where he was,” said Sanderson.

      Abbie had been expecting this. After all, Eddie had raised the possibility back in the hotel room.

      “That I told the killer,” said Abbie.

      Sanderson nodded.

      “It would still need to be someone he trusted that I told,” she said.

      “Not necessarily. You are merely hypothesising that Danny would only open the door to someone he was expecting or someone he wanted to see.”

      This was true. Abbie decided not to say anything further. Not until Sanderson spoke again. She leaned back. Tried to relax.

      “Eddie said he got up several times during the night and peeked into your room."

      This was frustrating. It meant Sanderson had known from the beginning Abbie couldn’t have killed Danny. Her vanity had encouraged her to spill a lot of information she could have kept close to the chest.

      Holding her emotions, she said, “How creepy."

      "Creepy," Sanderson agreed, "but fortuitous. Eddie is confident there was no window of opportunity long enough for you to get to the hotel and back without him having known. You're right. That theory was quickly discarded, though he did want it on the record."

      "In case I teleported?"

      "Or had some other method of super-fast transportation. You must remember the grief-stricken often do not think clearly."

      Abbie’s mind was dragged back to dark days. To the smooth skin of her still sister. To a blazing row between Abbie and her mother, ending only when the older woman, mad with grief and fury, took up her sharpest kitchen knife and came at her remaining daughter…

      "No," she agreed. "They don't."

      “But you could have text someone an address without him knowing. Easy."

      “Easy,” she agreed again. “Didn't happen, though."

      Sanderson drummed his fingers on the table. Considered.

      "You allowed my colleague to see your phone."

      "Yep. Unlocked it and everything."

      "But you wouldn't let her see inside your bag."

      "Is that a question?"

      "No, but this is: if you have nothing to hide, why would you refuse to let my colleague take a look at the contents of your bag?"

      Abbie smiled. "Who said I have nothing to hide?"

      Sanderson raised his eyebrows. The glimmer was back.

      "Don't get excited," Abbie said. "I've nothing to hide within the confines of this case. But my bag is private. Not only private but, once you accept I cannot have committed the murder, irrelevant."

      "Not necessarily. You might have a second phone."

      "I might," she said. "But I don't."

      "I can't know that without taking a look."

      “And you'll never know without obtaining a warrant."

      Sanderson smiled, paused. Abbie tried her hardest not to reach down and touch the bag, which sat at her ankle. If they acquired a warrant, they would find no weapon nor evidence of wrongdoing with regards to the Danny case in her bag. It was unlikely they would link her to any criminal case, hot or cold, with the contents. Still, Abbie hoped Sanderson would not obtain the warrant. For one thing, her battered copy of The Stand would, ironically, likely not stand up to the rough, uncaring hands of one or more police officers. If the cover fell off or any of the pages fell out, Abbie would be devastated. And someone would have to pay.

      Best not to go down that road.

      Having allowed the pause to drag on to his desired length, Sanderson said, "Let's talk a little more about you."

      "Must we?"

      "No, but indulge me."

      "Go on then."

      "Your phone had only one call in its log, outgoing or incoming. That was to the hotel where you booked your room in the early hours of the morning. Is that correct?"

      "Yes. It's a new phone."

      "You don't have any contacts, either."

      "I don't have any friends," said Abbie. "And I've never needed a plumber."

      "But you have a permanent address?"

      "Yes. As well as my phone, I showed your colleague my driving licence."

      "You did."

      Another pause. Pointless. Abbie knew what he was going to ask. This was such a waste of time. She could walk out; had considered it numerous times over the last hour and change. She wasn't under arrest. Departure was her right.

      But curious police officers were annoying police officers. Best to try and ride this out.

      "Your home address is a three-hour drive from here," said Sanderson. "What time did you arrive in our humble town?"

      Such facts could be checked. Abbie said, "Just after two in the morning."

      "So you must have left home around eleven?"

      Abbie hadn't come from home but a hotel. Seeing no reason to mention this, she shrugged. "Something like that."

      "So the obvious question is: why?"

      This was always the problem with police interviews. In the same way that she could never explain satisfactorily to Eddie why she had intervened in the fight between him and his brother, she had no rational explanation for the police officer as to why she had turned up in town at a bizarre time. She wasn't going to mention prophetic dreams. She wasn't stupid. So she had to find another way to get around the highly suspicious circumstances of her turning up in the early hours and almost immediately entangling herself in the lives of two brothers, one of whom was dead before the sun rose that same day.

      Luckily, this wasn't her first rodeo.

      "I suffer from nightmares," said Abbie. "Horrible nightmares. I wake, and they remain. They're like a debilitating headache, and they get worse the longer I stay in bed. I've found staying home after such a nightmare is not an option. I have to get out. If I don't, the nightmare will continue to cling to me, drag me down, drown me. Dramatic, I know. But I've no other way to describe it."

      Sanderson passed no comment. He rolled a hand: Go on.

      "As I mentioned, I've no friends to whom I can turn. I work for myself, so there's no colleagues. My family are all dead or estranged. I'm on my own, and on nights like these, I can't be on my own. So I drive, and I drive, and I search for people. Luckily these nightmares only afflict me a few times a year, and each time I try to travel somewhere new. When I arrive, I seek out people. I look for something to take my mind off the nightmares. In this case, I went into a place called Perfect Chicken and bought a drink. I paid for a hotel, then I met the Dean brothers. It was a random encounter. That's all."

      Having delivered this speech, Abbie leaned back without breaking eye contact with the good police officer. On the face of it, the story was ridiculous. But it was well-rehearsed. And the nightmares were real. Those involving people like Eddie were fine. The others were the problem. Often she would wake in tears or panting. It was true she had to leave her home to deal with them. She didn't go looking for people. She would drive far too fast. She needed to be alone. She needed to find somewhere far away from people. Then she needed to scream.

      Sanderson considered her story. It was a massive coincidence that Abbie might suffer one of these nightmares, travel to a random town, and meet the Dean brothers right before one of them ended up dead, but that didn't mean it wasn't true. People who said they didn't believe in coincidences were idiots. Life was nothing but a string of random events. You turn right instead of left to dodge temporary traffic lights and end up in a car accident. You return home from work hours early because you forgot your phone and discover an affair. You roll into a random town, get involved with two fighting brothers, and end up as part of a murder investigation.

      That was life.

      Okay, so in Abbie's case, it wasn't coincidence. But that wasn't the point. And Sanderson didn't know it wasn't coincidence. That mattered.

      "Expensive way to deal with nightmares," he said, at last. "Petrol. Hotel rooms. Not to mention time off work.”

      Abbie had a prepared response to this. "I'm a freelance company growth and lead generation consultant. It pays silly money, and I choose my hours to a degree. Not to mention, I have no dependents. I live alone. Trust me, money is no issue."

      "How nice that must be."

      Without declaring it, Abbie chose no comment. She had made her point. He might not like her responses, but there was nothing he could do about them. If he decided to run a background check, he would learn she was telling the truth about the home, the job, the dependants. Her clients, if contacted, would supply glowing references. And why not? Abbie was a wonderful person.

      "You've been very helpful," Sanderson said at last.

      Abbie doubted he meant that. She knew he was frustrated. There was something off about her; he couldn't trust everything she said. But he didn't have enough to arrest her, nor was he sure she deserved arresting. She had divulged almost all she was going to. His best bet was to start investigating and hope he picked up more information about Abbie, any involvement she might have had with Danny's murder, along the way.

      But first, there was one more question he wanted to ask.

      Sanderson leaned forward. "There is just one more thing I wanted to ask."

      "His name is Francis Roberts."

      This time, the mouth couldn't hold the straight line. The shock was there, evident for anyone to see—even someone without Abbie's talent for reading expressions.

      "How did you know what would be my question?"

      "Easy. I've been in this town only a few hours, and it's clear the shadow of Francis looms large. From what Eddie told me, I guessed he'd be too afraid to tell you with whom Danny was in trouble, however hard you pressed."

      "Maybe you should have kept tight-lipped," said Sanderson. "Maybe you should be afraid."

      Abbie shrugged. "Not my thing."

      Sanderson leaned back and released a breath. Francis Roberts was the last name he wanted to hear. It took him a few moments to realise he'd allowed the professional front to drop, and he sat up straight in a hurry, putting his hands on the table.

      "I don't suppose you have any evidence Francis was involved in this, do you?"

      Abbie shook her head. "None."

      Sanderson considered. Looked at his file, which he had never opened, then fished in his pocket and pulled out a card.

      "How long were you planning to stay in town?"

      "Into Tomorrow," said Abbie. "Maybe the day after. Probably not."

      Definitely not. Whatever happened, by the end of tomorrow, Abbie would have no business left in town. The only question was: would Eddie have business left full stop?

      Sanderson placed the card on the table and slid it to Abbie. "I need you to stay, at least for the time being. We might need to ask you further questions."

      Abbie nodded, collected the card. "Okay."

      "That's my number," said Sanderson. "We have yours. You think of anything else you suspect might be relevant, you'll give me a call, yes?"

      "Sure."

      "And if I have further questions, well, maybe I'll be your first incoming call."

      "Wouldn't that be exciting?"

      "I'm sure you can't wait," said Sanderson. "Now, let's get you out of here."

      Sanderson showed Abbie out. On the steps of the police station, she paused and replayed his expression when she had mentioned Francis Roberts. That name, that man, he really did loom large over this town. A black cloud always threatening poisoned rain. Abbie wondered how long it would be before she met Mr Roberts.

      And found herself quite intrigued by the prospect.
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      Before they split, Sanderson suggested to Abbie that she steer clear of Eddie, given his beliefs about her involvement with Danny’s murder. This seemed like wise enough advice, and Abbie told Sanderson so. She did not tell him she would have to disregard it, because Eddie’s life was in danger and she needed to save him. Of that, he would disapprove.

      But she wouldn’t disregard the advice immediately. Given the clock had just ticked past eleven, she could not afford to leave it too long, but turning up right after leaving the police station would not be smart. Instead, she would attempt to sort her sleeping situation for the night, then she would have some lunch, then, maybe, she would visit Eddie. If nothing else came up.

      The sleeping situation was a pain. Abbie had paid for two nights at Glenda’s hotel, but Sanderson said her room would be cordoned off for at least as long. He did not offer to reimburse her. Perhaps because she’d revealed her consultancy job paid silly money.

      Having liked Glenda, Abbie returned to the hotel. She was pleased to see a couple packing cases into their car and preparing to drive away. She hoped this was the natural end of their stay. That the murder upstairs had not encouraged them to check out early, to request their money back.

      Abbie stepped through the front doors, into the lobby, and saw the beaming face of Bobby behind the receptionist’s desk.

      She double-took and looked around. As if expecting rowdy, drunken patrons to appear behind her and deep fat fryers and colleagues with no personal hygiene to materialise behind Bobby. As though she was being dragged back in time to the previous night.

      From some paperwork he was filling in, Bobby looked up to catch her expression.

      “Hi there,” he said. “I hear your interesting evening didn’t end after you left Perfect Chicken? Don’t worry, no need for that look. I’m not following you. I work here.”

      “You work here?”

      “Yes.”

      “And at Perfect Chicken?”

      “That’s right.”

      “How awful.”

      Bobby shrugged. “I need the money.”

      “How sad.”

      He shrugged again.

      She said, “You didn’t mention you worked here when you gave me the address and Glenda’s number.”

      “I thought it would be a nice surprise.”

      “That so?”

      “It is so. And is it? A nice surprise.”

      “It’s certainly a surprise.”

      Bobby chuckled, then drummed his fingers on the desk. A nervous look entered his eyes, though the smile didn’t drop. Abbie was starting to wonder if it might not be fixed on.

      He said, “If you’ve come for a refund—“

      “I haven’t. I’ve come for a room. Another room. I saw a couple out there, looked as though they were leaving.”

      “Early,” said Bobby. “Two days early. They felt uncomfortable about the number of murders happening in the vicinity of where they were expecting to sleep.”

      “It was only one.”

      ‘Yes. I think that was one more than they were hoping.”

      “I suppose that’s fair,” said Abbie. “Well, in that case, all the more reason to take my money. I suppose you gave them a refund?”

      “I did.”

      “Not good for business. Lucky I came along.”

      Abbie moved to the desk, withdrew from her drawstring bag her wallet, and took out her credit card, placing it on the wooden surface. Bobby looked at the card. Then at Abbie. That nervous look was back again.

      “I’m not sure—“

      “I’ll pay double rates.”

      “There are other hotels.”

      Abbie still had her fingers on the card but didn’t remove it from the desk. She could stay somewhere else. She didn’t know why, but she felt it might be valuable staying in the hotel where Danny had died. It was at times like this Abbie wished she had ditched her hoody and spent some time learning how to use her cleavage and the suggestive touch of a finger to the back of her target’s hand to get her way.

      But she never had. Luckily, what she lacked in flirtatiousness, she made up for with money.

      “Triple rate,” she said. “One more night.”

      Bobby looked down the hall, towards the only downstairs room: Glenda’s room. The conflict was apparent in his eyes. He knew he should push to turn Abbie away. Unfortunately for him, sexual desire is so often more powerful than rational thought. Even if Abbie was wearing her hoody and had yet to make physical contact.

      “Double time,” he said, “and you and I go for a drink this evening.”

      “In different places?”

      “The same place. Together.”

      “Sounds like a date.”

      “How about that.”

      Abbie sighed. That was the last thing she wanted. It was one thing being suggestive to get her way, but actually going on a date? No. That was different.

      “Not a good idea,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “When people find out what happened here, they’re going to think I had something to do with Danny’s death. Eddie already thinks I killed his brother.”

      “And maybe you did,” said Bobby. “But don’t worry. I was going to suggest we meet somewhere public.”

      Abbie shook her head. “I’ll be gone tomorrow or the day after. What do you gain from this?”

      “You’re interesting. Different. Like no one I’ve ever met.”

      “Bit early to be making that call.”

      “I can tell.”

      Either he had good instinct, intuition, or he thought she was hot and was just trying a line. Not that it mattered either way.

      “If you’re only here a night, what have you to lose?”

      More than he could imagine.

      “Bobby. I hate to let you down—”

      “Easy solution to that.”

      “But I have to.”

      Bobby sighed. Shook his head. He was handsome in his disappointment. And how was that a helpful thought? From beneath the desk, he drew a piece of paper and a pen.

      She asked, “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to note down the numbers and addresses of a couple of nearby hotels. Good places. You won’t get the service you do here but…” shrug.

      “You’re soliciting a date out of me,” said Abbie. “You’re either trying to make me a prostitute, or you’re blackmailing me. Neither is cool. Neither is an attractive quality.”

      Bobby paused. Any bravado he had conjured flooded away. He cast his eyes to her, then shot them back to the desk. Placing the pen in a pot, he scrunched the paper and chucked it in a bin at his feet.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      He glanced again down the hall, towards Glenda’s room. Shook his head.

      “Triple rate is too much. Pay double. That will help me convince Glenda it wasn’t an awful idea letting you back here.”

      “Okay,” said Abbie. “Let’s do this.”

      They did this. Bobby was quiet, reserved as he worked following her blackmail/prostitution comments. She felt bad for him. Found she wanted to make it better. Not a good idea. Never truly connect. That was rule number one. Fake connection and do so only with the ones who mattered. She had to keep that always in mind.

      When she had paid, Bobby presented her with a new key.

      “I’ll try not to offer my room to anyone else this time,” she said. It was a mistake. Humour was not good. It was inviting. She hadn’t been able to help herself. His smile had dimmed, and his face didn’t seem right without it.

      “Probably wise,” he noted.

      Abbie nodded. Hovered. Almost said something else then caught herself. She stepped away from the desk towards the door, only stopping when Bobby called after her.

      “Abbie. Did you keep the piece of paper I gave you yesterday?”

      Abbie considered lying. Then said, “Yep.”

      “I meant what I said. Even if you leave tomorrow, I’d love to buy you a drink tonight. No pressure, no blackmail, no expectation. So, if you change your mind, you give me a call.”

      Abbie closed her eyes. He couldn’t see her, so it didn’t matter. She hovered by the door. Would a drink really hurt? It didn’t have to mean anything, and it had been so long since she’d had a chance to sit down and enjoy chatting with someone without it meaning anything; without her having to lie or worry.

      Except she would be worried.

      “Thank you for the room,” she said.

      Without looking back, she pulled open the door and stepped from the hotel.
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      Abbie was a step off the hotel’s property and onto the pavement when her phone began to ring. From her drawstring bag, she drew the handset. She didn’t recognise the number but expected it would be her new friend Sanderson, so was surprised when she answered the phone and heard the voice of a much younger man.

      “Hello, hi, you gave me this number. I’m sorry. I don’t think you said your name.”

      It took a couple of seconds to click. When Abbie got it, she said, “Young Michael.”

      “Um, yeah?”

      “Is that a question? Are you Michael or aren’t you?”

      “I’m… yes. I think we met last night in—“

      “Perfect chicken. Yes. Awful place. My name’s Abbie, by the way.”

      “Hi.”

      “Hi. You want to talk with me about what happened last night? About Ronson?”

      There was a pause, the first one since the call had begun. Right now, Michael was doing the calculations. He was afraid. That much was obvious. And why not, if he was entangled with Francis, and if Francis was half as bad as everyone made him out to be.

      “Michael?” she said. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what you need.”

      Still, he didn’t speak. This went on long enough that Abbie wondered if he might not have suffered a heart attack. Could he now be lying beside a road somewhere, his phone at his side, his hand clutching his chest as though that might get it to start beating again?

      She was about to prompt him by once more saying his name when he spoke.

      “Can we meet?”

      “Of course we can, Michael. You just name the time and the place.”
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        * * *

      

      The time was right away. The place a drab playground fifteen minutes from where Abbie had taken the call. She arrived at 11.38.

      The playground, circled by a rusting metal ring, contained little—a swing set which had once offered two swings and now offered only one. A see-saw with one end planted firmly into the ground, as though weighed down by an invisible child. A roundabout which looked as though it had been neither around nor about in many years. And a small climbing frame complete with a slide that had had its bottom end snapped off, creating a jagged metal spike that might permanently disable anyone that chose to come down the death trap. Once upon a time, all these playground accessories had been bursting with colour. Over the years, the brightness seemed to have faded, as though someone had switched an old telly from colour to black and white. The sky above was grey. Standing in this place, you got the impression the atmosphere here was always bleak. That the sun never shone on this playground.

      Completing the picture was Michael. A miserable, frightened sixteen-year-old sitting on the one available swing. His feet were planted in the chipping that covered the ground. He kicked with the energy of a tranquillised sloth, and the swing moved an inch forward, an inch back. When Abbie entered the playground, he looked her way. No hope entered his expression. The poor boy had called out of desperation but expected Abbie to fail him.

      Arriving at the swing set, she pointed to the chains upon which had once been attached the second swing.

      “Looks like someone took my seat.”

      “Here—“ he began to rise. Abbie stilled him with a hand.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Just spent over an hour crammed into a chair in a police interview room. Fresh air and leg stretching are what I need. So long as you don’t mind if I pace.”

      “No,” Michael said. For the next three seconds, he avoided asking the burning question. Then it came. “Why were you at the police station?”

      As good as her word, Abbie had already begun pacing. Despite the fifteen-minute walk from the hotel to the playground, it felt good to keep her limbs moving, even on the awkward chipping carpet.

      “You know the name Danny Dean?” she asked.

      Michael hesitated, then shook his head. The hesitation might indicate either that Michael had considered and then decided he didn’t know Danny. Or that he knew the name and was deciding whether or not to lie. So despondent did Michael look, it was impossible to tell which was the truth. Abbie chose not to press him on the matter. To take his answer at face value.

      “Last night, someone murdered him.”

      “Oh,” said Michael.

      “He was staying in my hotel room at the time. Though I hasten to add, I was not present. I was staying elsewhere.”

      “Why was he in your room?”

      Abbie ceased pacing a moment. She wanted to pay attention to Michael’s next reaction.

      “I was trying to keep him hidden from the man who wanted to kill him. That man being the boss of your friend Travis. Francis Roberts.”

      There was no warmth in the air that day. Neither was it particularly cold. Regardless, Michael shuddered as though a whisk of freezing wind had swept across his skin. Already, he had looked afraid. At the mention of Francis, he was terrified.

      He asked, “Who are you?”

      “Did I not say? I’m Abbie.”

      She began pacing again. Michael shook his head. 

      “But why are you here? Why did you piss off Ronson and then try to hide someone from Francis Roberts? Do you have—“

      He stopped himself. Abbie said, “A death wish?”

      Michael shrugged. “Well, yeah.”

      “No. I don’t think so,” said Abbie. “As for who I am. You ever read or watch any Spider-Man?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Course you have. Who hasn’t? Well, when I was a kid, I was obsessed with the Spider-Man animated series. I used to watch re-runs all the time. Whenever I could. Like I said: obsessed.”

      She paused to remember. She could see the living room. See herself, sitting on the floor, surrounded by unoccupied sofas, eyes glued to the television screen. How rare it was for her to think of that simpler time. Back when she possessed both the innocence of childhood and something resembling an everyday life. Before the responsibility. Before the dreams.

      The past was a dangerous place. Before it could trap her, Abbie tried to climb out. To focus on Michael.

      “I’m like Spider-Man,” she said. “I believe with great power comes great responsibility, and so here I am, swinging in to save the day in your boring town.”

      “It is boring,” Michael agreed.

      “It is. Yet here I am. Granted, I’ve got off to a bad start on the day-saving front with Danny, but that means things can only get better. I can help you, Micheal.”

      “Why would you?”

      It seemed clear the answer he was looking for was not, Because I suspect helping you might bring me closer to helping the guy I actually came here to save. So she said, “Because you asked. And as a wise man or maybe God once said, ask, and you shall receive.”

      Again, she stopped pacing. She twisted her feet, planting them within the chipping, as though afraid a wave might otherwise appear from nowhere and knock her down, wash her away. She faced Michael, who struggled to look back at her.

      “Of course,” she said, “there’s a catch.”

      “A catch?” His face somehow went even whiter with fear.

      “Duh,” she said. “There’s always a catch.”

      Michael looked further away. He was afraid she might ask something untoward or dangerous of him. She crunched through the chipping and knelt before him, which was not comfortable on the knees.

      “Michael, the catch is you have to be honest with me. That’s going to make you feel uncomfortable because I know you’re afraid of Francis and fear he might hurt you if he finds out you’ve been talking. And maybe you’re going to worry about your friends. Betraying them. But let me be clear: if you are not going to tell me the truth, all of the truth, there is no point going down this road. Because I can’t help if I have only half the story. Does that make sense?”

      Feet still planted, Michael pushed, extending at the knees, moving his swing a little further from Abbie. Getting the message, she rose from kneeling and took a step back. Whatever he needed to feel comfortable.

      “I can do that,” he said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes. Yes, please, I need you. Please help me.”

      “I most certainly will. But can we do it somewhere else? Turns out I was lying about not wanting to sit down.”
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      They found a cafe five minutes down the road. It was small, with only a handful of tables and fewer patrons. One woman sitting in a corner staring at her phone. No one else but the bored lady who stood behind the counter, staring into space and presumably dreaming of sunny beaches and cocktails.

      Michael chose a table. Abbie ordered drinks. Latte for him, black Americano for her. No sugar for either. When the barista placed the drinks on the counter, she looked over Abbie's shoulder at the boy. Her look questioned if Abbie was a young mum or a paedophile.

      "My nephew," said Abbie. "That alright?"

      The woman grunted. Said nothing. Abbie paid and took the drinks to the table.

      "Yours," she said, sliding the latte over and taking the chair opposite Michael. It was plastic. Uncomfortable. Even more so than had been the seat in the police station. That was okay. Abbie was used to discomfort.

      "So," she said once she was as settled as the chair made possible. "Let's hear it."

      Michael was looking at his drink, staring into the foam. He had yet to pick it up and try it. When Abbie spoke, he turned his eyes to her.

      "Where should I start?"

      "It's your story. I don't know what you have to say. Pick a place that seems sensible and just get talking. I have any questions, I'll ask."

      Michael looked to his side. A pot at the table's edge contained ketchup, brown sauce, brown and white sugar, milk pots. Michael stared at the condiments as Aladdin might have stared at the treasures found within the cave of wonders. Then looked back to Abbie.

      "You want to know what Ronson and Travis were arguing about yesterday?"

      "I want to know whatever you want to tell me."

      "Okay." He nodded. Seemed to derive confidence from this free reign. Abbie hoped he wouldn't start talking about his third birthday party when he fell and skinned his knee, and all the other kids laughed. She hoped he stayed at least vaguely on point.

      He said, "My father never wanted anything to do with me."

      Not only because she wanted Michael to feel comfortable, Abbie restrained from releasing a groan. After all, this could be relevant.

      "He and my mum were my age or slightly younger when they had me. Teenagers. Mum got pregnant. Dad wanted nothing to do. In the end, right before I was born, my grandparents sent mum and me away. Found her a job. Found us somewhere to live. My paternal grandparents paid maintenance at first, and dad’s given us money since he was old enough to get a job. But never a lot. And he never wanted to see me."

      Michael shrugged as though to say this was no big deal. A tough sell when Abbie could almost see the weight of disappointment crushing his soul.

      "Mum always struggled," said Michael. "She couldn't hold down a job. Always drank way too much. People knew it was a problem. I don't know how she managed to keep me. Why social services never got involved. But they didn't. We stayed together."

      He was looking at the condiments again. Abbie reached over and took a packet of sugar, began to work it between her fingers. This gave him the permission he needed to take one himself, to do the same. As though the sugar packet was a tiny stress ball. Abbie had to confess it felt nice.

      "I'm pretty sure it's only in the last couple of years she started doing drugs," Michael went on. "Weed at first, but more recently harder stuff. I've tried to make her stop, but she won't listen. We don't have any friends. No one we can turn to for help.”

      Michael paused, which allowed Abbie to say, "What about your father? I know he was never helpful before, but—"

      A shake of the head. "Doesn't want to know. I've never met him. We’ve spoken on the phone, and he’s always made it clear he would send money but didn't want to see me. Didn't want to get involved. He said he was sorry, and you know how much that means?"

      "Not a thing," said Abbie.

      Michael nodded. "Right. So, there was no help to be had, and things were getting worse and worse. All four of my grandparents died young, and mum’s mum and dad left us their house. That means there's no mortgage, which should make things easier, but it doesn't. There was still the bills, and I knew mum was taking out loans—bad loans from bad people, and not to help us out. Not to do what she should be doing. It's all going into her addiction. I've got a Saturday job, so that helps a little. I keep the money away from mum. Use it to pay the bills. That keeps the lights on, but what use will lights be when the loan sharks come calling? We'd be better in the dark. When I finish my GCSEs, I'll drop out of school, but by then, it’ll be too late. I needed something that would make a dent in our debts now."

      What Michael needed, Abbie reckoned, was for his mother to get proper help. As it stood, Michael might find a hundred grand down the back of the sofa, and that would keep them going a while, but not long enough. With her habit, his mother would eat up the funds. If she was taking out loans from dodgy people, unpaid bills would be the least of their worries. Michael's only escape might be forcing his mother into rehab or having her die from an overdose. Abbie doubted he could achieve the former and thought suggesting the latter might seem insensitive.

      "So you're desperate for cash," she said, trying to distract herself from the boy's plight, which she could do nothing to alleviate, "and what, Travis brings you a potential solution?"

      "Five grand," said Michael. "He comes to my house one night, about a week ago, and tells Clarissa and me if we do a job with him, we'll earn five grand each. He found the job so he'd take ten grand."

      Abbie released a low whistle. "Twenty grand is a fair chunk of change. What would one have to do to earn such cash, I wonder?"

      Michael stared at the sugar packet in his hand, then glanced left and right, surveying the room. Neither of the other two women in the cafe was within earshot if he kept quiet. Neither was paying Abbie and Michael any attention.

      "It weren't nothing too bad," said Michael. "We just had to steal some woman's bag when she was walking home one night. Simple as that. We didn't have to hurt her. I never would have, but our instructions were specifically to not hurt her."

      Abbie considered. Steal a bag, earn twenty grand. It was apparent the bag didn't contain money unless it was a considerable sum. Maybe diamonds. More likely something that wasn’t worth much, except to the one willing to pay such a sum for its acquisition.

      "This job," said Abbie. "It came from Francis?"

      Michael glanced around again, then nodded.

      "Direct?"

      Another nod. Abbie considered.

      "He worked with Travis before?"

      A shake of the head. "Travis has done a bit of dealing, but he worked for people who work for Francis. They'd never met before Francis asked to see him."

      So it was an off the books job involving something embarrassing. Something Francis didn't want his lieutenants to know. Except it hadn't gone to plan. In Travis, Francis had picked the wrong man.

      "How did the job go?" Abbie asked.

      "Good," said Michael. "We rushed her as one. Travis knocked her down, and I grabbed the bag. Then we ran. We had our hoods up. That was it. Easy."

      Abbie nodded. That told her what problem had forced Francis to involve those closest to him, like Ronson.

      "Let me guess," she said. "The job took place the night before last. Yesterday, Travis was supposed to take the bag to Francis. Make the delivery. Francis would pay up, and the three of you would go out that evening, last night, to celebrate. That about right?"

      A nod.

      "And you did celebrate. Though you had no reason to. Because Travis hasn't given the bag to Francis, has he?"

      Michael blushed and looked back to his sugar packet as though this was his fault. Of course, you could say he was stupid to trust Travis, and he was undoubtedly stupid to do the job in the first place. But he was desperate, and while the woman would lose her bag, no one would get properly hurt, so far as Michael could see. Except now they might. Unless Travis got wise real quick.

      "What did he tell you yesterday?" she said. "Travis, I mean."

      "He said the fact Francis had asked us, rather than his people, to steal the bag showed it was worth more than twenty grand. Said we had to ask for at least a hundred."

      They say a little bit of knowledge is a dangerous thing. True. So is a little bit of intelligence. Travis was smart enough to discern that this bag, whatever it held, was of unique value to Francis. But too stupid to realise the danger he was placing himself and his friends in by not giving up the goods for the agreed fee.

      "I tried to talk him out of it," said Michael. "But you saw what he's like. And Clarissa's in love with him. So she agreed. And he's so persuasive. Made me think his way was the right way, but it wasn't. All I wanted was enough cash to keep the sharks from my mother for a while. I screwed up."

      A pang of sympathy for the boy rushed through Abbie. A pang so strong she released her sugar packet and reached across the table. Caught herself a second or two before she lay a comforting hand on Michael's arm. She had agreed to help. She wasn't his mother.

      "You did," she said. "Can I ask you a question?"

      His eyes said he feared what this question might be. But he was brave enough to nod.

      "The people who sell your mother the drugs work for Francis?" she asked.

      A sullen nod.

      "And the loan sharks she approached when she got in bad debt?"

      "I get it," he said, and for the first time, his words contained a bite of frustration. "Mum buys the drugs from Francis' people until she runs out of money. Then she borrows money from Francis' people to enable her to keep buying drugs from Francis' other people. And when it all becomes too much, it's Francis who gives me the job that offers me cash with which I can pay back mum's debts, and that money goes right back into his pocket anyway. It's so fucked up."

      Placing her own sugar packet down, Abbie slid it away. Folding her hands in her lap, she waited until Michael met her eye.

      "Don't feel too bad," she said. "That's how these people work. They take over a town like cancer takes over a body. They get their hooks into you any way they can, then pull and pull until you've got nothing left to give. Then they tear you apart."

      His face white, Michael released a tear. "We owe 25 grand. If I don't start making repayments, they'll force mum to give up the house. We need money. I was desperate."

      No longer could Abbie resist. Leaning across the table, she placed her hand over his. As she moved, she tried to remind herself she was here to protect Eddie. Michael was a means to an end. But could she let his life fall apart, now she knew his story?

      "I want you to stay away from Travis," said Abbie. "I'll get hold of the bag he stole. I'll deal with him."

      "But the money—"

      "Forget about the money for now. Look after your mother. Do what you can to force her to bin the drugs. I have your number. I'll be in touch. But I need you to promise me you won't do anything stupid to try and get cash."

      Still shaking, he shook his head. His cheeks were wet with tears. "I've learned my lesson."

      "Good." Abbie released his hand. Leaned back. "Now, let me deal with this."

      He nodded. Abbie said, "One last question. This woman you mugged. Do you know who she was?"

      At this, Micheal released a bark of a laugh that drew the attention of the woman behind the counter. Renewed bitterness crossed his face.

      "I do now. If I'd known before, I don't think I'd have been stupid enough to get involved. Even though it was what Francis wanted."

      "Why?" Abbie asked. "Who was it?"

      Michael shook his head. "You won't believe it."

      "I'll try my best. Who did Francis want you to mug?"

      Michael gave a twisted, bitter smile.

      "His wife."
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      Abbie walked with Michael until she reached the street of Perfect Chicken, where he cut off to go home. Before he departed, she warned him again to avoid Travis, avoid anyone who worked for Francis, and to spend his time trying to convince his mother to give sobriety a go.

      Once he was gone, Abbie moved to the next street and extracted her car from the tiny gap she had trapped it in the previous evening.

      It was five minutes past midday. A quarter of Abbie’s time had now passed. At least a quarter, she should say. She had to get moving but couldn’t progress until she started the ball rolling on something else.

      Withdrawing her phone, she dialled a number she had years ago memorised and never wrote down anywhere. The phone rang three times, then an automated message responded.

      “Thank you for contacting SOMK Ltd. Your call is important to us. Unfortunately, there is presently no one available to take your call. Please leave a message after the tone.”

      Then the beep.

      “It’s Abbie. Your favourite consultant. I have an interesting project ready to go, which I think could be of huge benefit to your company. Could really take you to the next level. Cost would be twenty-five grand. Sterling. Give me a call when you get a chance.”

      She hung up. Dropped her phone into the bag. Dropped the bag on the seat at her side. How long before he called her back? And what would he have to say to her request when he did? No way would he give her 25k. That was her opening gambit. If she got ten, she’d be doing well. She feared he’d give nothing once he learning how she planned to use the cash.

      Thinking about it made her nervous. It was an unnecessary distraction. He would call when he called, and she would argue her case then.

      For the time being, she deleted the call from her phone log, turned to the address Michael had given her and set off towards Travis’ house.
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      Travis’ home—or, more accurately, his parent’s home—was a sizeable five-bedroom residence. Detached with a double driveway and beautifully manicured lawn, it could only be the home of a wealthy family. Michael might have needed Francis’ payday to keep the wolves from the door; for Travis, it could only be about the thrill. The money was a bonus. Secondary.

      This eradicated any chance Abbie might sympathise with Travis’ decision to hold the bag to ransom rather than relinquish it to Francis at the allotted time for the agreed price. Travis was not desperate for funds. To him, this was a game. He wanted to get one over on the big dog.

      Clearly, Travis believed himself untouchable. Perhaps even immortal. Not an uncommon trait for teenagers born into wealth and subsequently spoiled. Money so often created arrogance, especially in those who had access to it but had not worked for it. Abbie wondered how long it would be before someone disabused Travis of this notion. And when they did, would Travis end up in hospital in possession of broken bones and a valuable life lesson, or in a graveyard before he had a chance to realise the error of his ways?

      Interesting, thought-provoking questions, none of which did Abbie have the time or the inclination to answer. She was here not because she wanted to protect Travis but to find out what might drive a man like Francis to pay a trio of teenagers to mug his wife, with the hope this might offer something she could use in her fight to protect Eddie.

      The double drive was empty. None the less, Abbie parked two streets away. Leaving her car out of the way, in the shade of a tree (not that there was much sun to cast a shadow on this grey day), she made her way back to Travis’ home.

      Still no cars in the drive. The street was quiet, but many people would be home on this drab Saturday. Some would be nosey. It was possible that, even now, she was being watched.

      Passing the front of the house, Abbie spied Travis through grand windows, lounging on the sofa in a living room that ran from one end of the house to the other. He had the telly up loud and looked half asleep. He might not have noticed had Abbie pulled open the window and tried to climb through. Still, he might not be home alone. Until she knew for sure, Abbie had to proceed with caution.

      Without his noticing, she passed the living room window and stepped onto the drive. Briefly, she considered knocking on the door and forcing him to tell her what she needed to know. Not a wise move if he wasn’t alone. Possibly not the best play even if he was. Abbie didn’t want to hurt Travis. Well, perhaps she was a little tempted, but her moral code forbade it. Better to try cut him out the loop altogether. Until she had no other choice.

      Passing the front door, Abbie crossed the double driveway on the diagonal. She neither hunched nor snuck but acted as though she had every right to be there, hoping that, if any nosy neighbour looked out, they would assume she was on Travis’ property by invitation and would not call the homeowners or the police.

      From the double driveway, Abbie stepped onto the side path and made her way to the side gate. It wasn’t locked. She turned the smooth, cold, metal ring and heard the bolt rise on the other side. Without glancing back, she pushed the gate open, stepped through, and closed it again, slotting the bolt back into place.

      From this side of the gate, Abbie could see much of the garden. Vibrant green grass and a border of flowers in all colours, shapes and sizes, belied the winter sky above.

      Because Abbie was here to break and enter rather than offer a garden critique, she stepped away from the gate and to the corner of the house, which turned onto the back wall. From here, she could confirm the garden was empty. She turned the corner, putting her shoulder to the house wall. Ahead of her was a set of windows, then a door, then another set of windows. The second set of windows would offer a view into the living room, which ran from the entire length of the house. Abbie guessed the first set looked into the kitchen.

      Abbie could crawl under the window to reach the back door without being seen, but this would be a pointless move given the door no doubt opened into the kitchen. She would be heard by any occupants as she tried to pick the lock or seen if the door was open and she could walk right in. Also, crouching under the window would hurt her back.

      Before she reached the door, Abbie needed to know who was in the room.

      If it was a kitchen, the sink would be against the window. If anyone was washing the dishes or their hands, they would spot Abbie even if she only popped her head up for a split second. With that in mind, Abbie stepped away from the wall and put herself in full view of the window and whoever might be on its other side. If anyone was there, a brother or mother or father of Travis, Abbie would wave. The person in question would be shocked. Surprised. But there would be no fear once they got themselves together because murderers and burglars did not stand in the garden and wave at those in the house. That it was the middle of the day would also help Abbie in this regard, because murderers and burglars are like owls. They operate primarily at night. Abbie would still have to explain herself, but would be given more time to do so if the person to whom she was speaking did not fear she might be concealing in her bag a gun or other deadly weapon.

      In any case, it was irrelevant. Abbie stepped in front of the window and saw nothing but an empty kitchen. Keeping the non-threatening smile on her face in case anyone appeared, she proceeded on, past the window to the back door.

      Locked, but that was no problem. Abbie crouched and peeked through the keyhole. No key in the lock from the other side. Perfect. She’d had plenty of experience picking locks, and this model would do nothing to trouble her.

      It took twenty seconds. There was a click, but nothing Travis would hear over the telly. Because of how high he had the volume, Abbie didn’t need to be overly cautious when she opened the door and stepped into the kitchen. Though she was anyway.

      The kitchen was as empty as it had looked from outside. To the immediate left of the door through which Abbie had entered was an internal door she knew would lead into the living room. Ignoring this, she crossed to the only other interior door, pressing against it an ear.

      Because of the telly, she had no hope of hearing if anyone was on the other side if they weren’t shouting. Still, this door couldn’t open onto the living room, and Abbie suspected she and Travis were alone in the house. Or at least downstairs.

      With some care, Abbie opened the door and stepped into the hall. Straight ahead was the front door. Through frosted glass, she could see no one approach, nor was anyone standing on the doorstep, waiting to knock or to let themselves in. To her left was the wall which separated Abbie from Travis, and to her right was the staircase. Walking behind Travis’ back, with a wall in between, Abbie went to the foot of the stairs, turned, and made her way up.

      The absence of any vehicles on the drive suggested Travis’ parents were out. Michael had revealed Travis had a little sister, and there was a chance she was upstairs. If she was, Abbie guessed she would be behind a closed door. So long as Abbie didn’t walk in on the young teen, presumably interrupting a diary writing session, there was no reason that woman and girl should bump into one another.

      At the top of the stairs was a circular landing off which sprouted five bedrooms and a bathroom. All of the doors were closed, but that was no problem. Michael had been here many times, and as they drank their coffees, he had told Abbie she wanted the second door on the left from the top of the stairs.

      This door looked like any of the others. If Travis had had a phase during his adolescence or boyhood when he’d felt the need to put a sign on the door reading: TRAVIS’ ROOM KEEP OUT, or PARENTS BEWARE, those days were long gone.

      Praying that Travis hadn’t found some other girl to fill his bed after Abbie’s rejection—perhaps Clarissa—and if he had, that he hadn’t left her upstairs while he went to watch TV, Abbie turned the handle and opened the door onto an empty room.

      And jumped as someone knocked on the front door.

      Annoying. Abbie hadn’t realised how tense she was. She was sure Michael’s story had softened her. She wasn’t usually so prone to shock.

      Whoever was at the door knocked again. Abbie heard shifting in the living room, then Travis turned off the telly. Or at least switched it to mute. Abbie heard his footsteps and receded into the doorway, holding the handle as she went.

      The living room door opened. Travis stepped into the hall, took two steps, and stopped. Through the frosted glass, he could see the shapes of whoever waited for him to answer. He took a breath. This and the hesitation told Abbie all she needed to know about the visitor or visitors.

      Travis remained still for a few seconds. Long enough for Abbie to wonder if he might refuse the knockers entry or try to run out the back. Not Travis. His arrogance and pride wouldn’t let him play it safe. After another breath, he stepped across the hall and threw open the front door.

      “Hello, Ronson, Kline; how can I help you?”

      It was Ronson who responded. “You didn’t call the boss.”

      “Yeah, well—“

      Ronson punched Travis in the face. Abbie heard the teenager collapse to the carpet.

      Ronson stepped into the house.

      “It’s time we had a little chat.”
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      As Ronson and Kline moved into the house and hovered over the crumpled Travis, Abbie stepped further into the bedroom and eased closed the door. The hinges didn’t creak when the door moved, nor did the handle when she pushed it down. She closed the door with almost complete silence. No chance those downstairs had heard her.

      Now she had to act fast.

      If Michael or Eddie had been on the end of Ronson’s fist, Abbie would have struggled not to rush down immediately, to intervene before the thugs caused severe damage. Travis was annoying, and she felt it essential she at least try to find the bag before getting involved. She’d have to hope Ronson and Kline hadn’t brought pliers and a blow torch, and that if they had, they would be content throwing a few more punches before busting them out.

      “This is a mistake,” she heard Travis say from downstairs. That his voice was so audible made her worry about her movements, and she endeavoured to be even more careful.

      “You think?” said Ronson. “We know your parents and sister are out all day. Lucky for you. Means they don’t get hurt, and we get uninterrupted time to chat.”

      Abbie examined her surroundings. The room was large. Abbie’s parents had been well off, but the room she’d grown up in was fifty per cent smaller than this.

      Perhaps because he was a teenager, or perhaps because he was annoying, Abbie had expected Travis’ room to be a tip. Not so. There were a couple of items of clothing strewn over the back of a chair, and his keys and wallet had been tossed on the floor when he came home the previous night. Other than that, the room was pretty ordered, pretty clean.

      “Your boss doesn’t want to piss me off,” said Travis. “Doesn’t need to either. I’m willing to work with him.”

      There was a soft thud, and Travis groaned. Abbie guessed Ronson or Kline had kicked him in the stomach.

      Abbie clocked all the room’s available hiding spaces. Eleven total. She’d check the bed first. There was at least a foot of clear space beneath. An amateur hiding place, but Travis was hardly a pro.

      As Abbie got onto her stomach, Ronson said, “You have something our boss wants. For which he offered to pay good money.”

      “Not good enough,” said Travis.

      Ronson ignored this. “You going to tell us where it is, or do we have to beat you bloody then tear this place apart?”

      Travis laughed and said, “You really think I’d be stupid enough to keep it here?”

      As Abbie reached out and pulled from beneath the bed a woman’s bag.
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      Travis was being obstinant, and Ronson did not strike Abbie as someone who possessed a great deal of patience.

      There was another kick, then Travis was hauled from the ground, smashed into the bannister. Someone punched him in what sounded like the stomach, then what sounded like the jaw.

      Ronson said, “Are you ready to be reasonable now?”

      “I want to speak to Francis.”

      “Then you should have phoned him by ten-thirty like I said. You missed that chance. Now you deal with me. Where’s the bag?”

      Travis’ room boasted a huge set of windows, two of which were large enough for Abbie to escape through. Peeking through the glass, she saw the patio below. There were no obvious hand or footholds to aid an escape, but Abbie was sure if she dangled from the windowsill, she could drop to the ground without sustaining damage.

      And speaking of injury—Ronson punched Travis again.

      “Where’s the bag?”

      Travis muttered something Abbie couldn’t hear. That Ronson punched him again was evidence he had not given an adequate answer.

      Abbie looked at the bag. It was small. Black. Appeared to be genuine leather. The brand logo on the side suggested it had not come cheap. No doubt bought with Francis’ blood money. It was nowhere near as practical as the drawstring bag Abbie kept over her shoulder. Though an argument could be made that it went better with an evening dress.

      Some more muttering. Another punch. This had gone far enough.

      Rising from beside the bed, Abbie moved to the door and dropped both her and Francis’ wife’s bags beside a chest of drawers. Over her head, she pulled her hoody. Unlike with Bobby, the reasoning for losing it was not flirtation or seduction. Stepping from the bedroom into the landing would put Abbie on an inevitable crash course with a physical altercation. Scrapping first with Danny, then Eddie was one thing. Both men had been wild and thoughtless in anger or grief. If possible, Abbie would wind up Robbie and Kline to the point of careless frustration. But they were used to fighting, and she would likely have to face both at once. She would need every advantage she could get. The hoody was restrictive. Beneath, she wore a tight top with long sleeves. Not designed for fighting either, but far less likely to get in the way than the hoody.

      As ready as she would ever be, Abbie stepped through Travis’ bedroom door and across the hall. Knowing hesitation was never wise in these situations, she made straight for the steps. She had descended four before Kline noticed her.

      Two steps later, Ronson turned his head up. Travis was at his feet, his face bloody. He was curled into a ball, and his hands clutched his stomach. Ronson’s boot was on his leg.

      They were beside the staircase. Abbie turned and placed her hands on the bannister, leaning over. Looking upon Ronson and Travis, she tutted and shook her head. To Ronson, she said, “I think that’s enough, don’t you?”

      For a moment, confusion clouded Ronson’s face, as though he could not quite comprehend how she had come to be upstairs. Then the confusion dissipated, and a grin took its place. It was always lovely when someone was pleased to see you.

      “Was hoping I’d run into you again,” he said.

      “You mentioned,” she said. “No flowers, though. You weren’t expecting to see me here, but I was hoping you’d carry them everywhere on the off chance. You must have known I couldn’t stay away.”

      “You flirting with me?” he asked, grin widening.

      “You must be used to that,” she said. “Women and men panting in desire. Heterosexual men must get pretty confused in your presence. I see Kline here keeps checking out your arse.”

      The world is far more an enlightened place than it was even a decade ago. Regardless, homophobia, racism and sexism are all far rifer than they should be, even now. Some jobs are more likely to attract people with certain prejudices. Abbie wanted to piss off the thugs and knew hired muscle more often than not had hang-ups around masculinity and homosexuality. An excellent way to make them angry was usually to imply they were gay.

      Kline was a case in point. At Abbie’s suggestion of his sexual desire for Ronson, the bald thug clenched his fists, his face reddening. He took two steps towards the bottom of the stairs, and it seemed to take enormous restraint to hold himself from charging to meet her.

      Predictable. Pathetic.

      In that respect, Ronson was a pleasant surprise.

      Still smiling, he said, “And who can blame him?”

      Kline’s head whipped to Ronson, who rolled his eyes.

      “She’s winding you up, mate,” he said. “Calm down.”

      Kline didn’t look like he wanted to calm down. But Ronson was in charge, and Kline forced himself to take another step back from the stairs.

      Annoying. If Ronson could keep a cool head, he would be more challenging to defeat in a physical confrontation. Abbie would have to move fast to take out Kline, hoping she had greater speed than Ronson because he was certainly stronger.

      As Kline stepped back, Ronson was looking at Abbie, judging her. It would be difficult for him to assume Abbie could beat him in a fight, but he looked to be more cautious than she had imagined. Perhaps she should have hustled him, pretending to be scared and frightened, rather than swept out here with confidence. But a terrified woman would hide in the bedroom. She couldn’t wait upstairs to lure Ronson into a false sense of security at the cost of Travis ending up in hospital. This was the only way.

      “I want to deal with you,” Ronson said. “I really do. But I’m busy. I got a job. Lucky you, I’m going to give you a chance. You walk down those stairs then Kline will step aside. Yes, you will,” Ronson snapped at Kline, who seemed repulsed by the suggestion. Back to Abbie: “You open the door, you walk away. You don’t bump into me again, then I promise you’ll come to no harm. Can’t say fairer than that, eh?”

      Abbie looked over Kline’s shoulder at the door. Ronson had checked Abbie over and would not let her leave if she carried a bag. She believed he was genuine about the offer.

      “How about you let Travis go,” she said. “Let me take his place.”

      Ronson glanced down at Travis, still whimpering on the floor, still clutching his stomach, and bleeding from the nose.

      “Lucky I didn’t carry around flowers,” Ronson said. “Looks like you’re more into weedy, pathetic kids than you are men.”

      “What can I say,” said Abbie. “I’m a woman with needs, and you left me high and dry last night. In my despondency, I turned to the nearest fella who wanted me, and you know what, I don’t regret it. Last night with Travis, it was… I can’t say he rocked my world. More like tilted. He tilted my world. Don’t get the wrong impression there. When I say tilted, I don’t mean like a boat, like tilted enough that we started taking on water. More like tilted where you look at a table, and you think, is that level? It kind of looks like it might not be level, but I’m not sure. So you take a table tennis ball, right, or similar, and you put it on the table, and you learn that, yeah, the table isn’t flat. The ball doesn’t run away. It does roll, but slowly. Like it has somewhere to be but isn’t in a hurry. That’s what last night with Travis was like. He didn’t rock my world, but he did put it on ever such a slight incline. A girl needs a bit of that every now and then.”

      Kline looked stupefied, confused. Like his head might explode.

      Ronson said, “Are you done?”

      “Maybe I’ve not made it clear,” said Abbie. “You two are the ones who are done.”

      Ronson shook his head. Then kicked Travis’ stomach with such force that the teen slid along the wood flooring and hit the door of the under stairs cupboard. From the moment he pulled back his foot to the second he tugged his boot away from the soft, damaged flesh of Travis’ stomach, Ronson held Abbie’s eye.

      “This ain’t going to go the way you want,” he said.

      Abbie released the bannister and turned to start down the stairs. As she descended, Kline moved away from the door, stopping with his toes almost pressed against the bottom step.

      “That’s inconvenient,” said Abbie.

      Neither Kline nor Ronson responded. Both were wearing thick jackets within which it would be easy to conceal a weapon. Abbie had no doubt Francis would have access to guns and explosives, but in a country with such tight gun laws, he would be careful about which of his men carried and when. Regardless of how important was the bag to Francis, he expected his only opposition in retrieving it to be Travis. Therefore, it was unlikely either Kline or Ronson possessed firearms. Likewise, knives, though this was more likely. Whether they were armed or not, Abbie intended to move too fast for that to be a factor.

      Three steps from the bottom, Abbie stopped. Her left hand she placed on the bannister and her right on the railing, which trailed the wall up the stairs. She held firmly to each.

      Kline didn’t move. Having left Travis groaning and coughing up blood, Ronson edged along the corridor until he was standing next to the foot of the stairs, looking up at Abbie.

      “You really think you got a chance here?” he asked.

      “I’ve always got a chance,” said Abbie. “Still, can’t help but thinking it would be much more fun if it were only you and me.”

      “You may be right.”

      “So why don’t you send your idiot mate away.”

      At the word idiot, Kline made a low, rumbling noise.

      Abbie asked, “Did you just growl?”

      Kline said nothing. He didn’t move. Loose by his side hung his arms. Big, beefy hands were not stuffed into fists, but the fingers were curled towards the palm, ready to be drawn the rest of the way at a moment’s notice.

      Abbie pressed Ronson. “Well?”

      Ronson looked at Kline, who signalled in no way what he thought about the request, then back to Abbie.

      “I think if we fought, just you and me, I’d have a lot of fun. I give myself a 99% chance of beating you. 90% chance I do it without you getting in a scratch.”

      “Oh, I never scratch,” said Abbie. “Don’t know what kind of cliched women you’ve been fighting.”

      “Whatever you’d do,” said Ronson. “I don’t think it’s worth the risk. Even the slightest chance you could beat me one on one isn’t worth it when I know Kline and me got 100% chance two vs one. It may not seem fair or sporting, but you got to understand this isn’t about sport. Not even fun. This is a job. I got to get it done. You understand, right?”

      In response, Abbie pushed up on the bannister and railing and lifted her legs, pulling her knees towards her chest.

      Kline reacted immediately but badly. Rather than flattening his hands and grabbing her ankles, he clenched them into fists and raised them as though to punch her feet.

      Like pistons, she fired her boots into his face, sending him crashing back into the wall.

      As she’d lifted her legs, Ronson had stepped towards the bannister. While she smashed Kline’s face, he grabbed her top and heaved her into the air.

      She’d had a decent grip on the bannister and railing. Ronson was too strong. The force of his yank tore free her hands. A second later, she was above his head. Then he tossed her into the living room door.

      Which burst open as though keen to get out of her way. As best she could, Abbie twisted her body as she landed, trying to roll into the crash to soften the impact and to ready herself for instant counter-attack. She came up on her knees beside a coffee table as Ronson came through the living room door. Behind him, she could see Kline composing himself and preparing to enter the fray.

      She had to end this fast.

      On the coffee table was a glass. Abbie grabbed and hurled it at Ronson.

      The coffee table was long and thin, on narrow metal legs. At its centre was a glass panel encased in slim wood.

      With cat-like reflexes, Ronson lifted a hand and batted the glass. His face was obscured for a second. Once the glass was gone and his hand began to drop, he saw Abbie swinging the table by two of its legs. Then it smashed him in the head, glass shattering and flying past his face and cutting his cheek.

      He was spinning. Off-balance. Abbie carried the momentum of the table through then released, letting it fly into the wall. While it was still in the air, Abbie was following Ronson as he stumbled. She put her hands behind his head and moved in close. Pulled him into her as she lifted her knee with all her might into the balls. As air exploded from his lungs out his mouth, she edged back, brought the knee up again, this time into the kidneys.

      Like a bull that’s seen red, Kline burst into the room. Abbie took a step back, still holding Ronson’s head. From this new position, she grabbed the back of his skull, raised her leg and bought his face crashing into her knee.

      Blood on her jeans. Some on her shoes. Droplets on her top. Ronson’s nose had exploded, but he didn’t scream. Dazed or unconscious, he went to the ground as Abbie stepped away.

      And Kline grabbed her. Tossed her across the room. She rolled again, came up again. He was charging. He swung a fist. Which she ducked. Swung again. Which caught the side of her head and sent her off balance. He came in close, grabbed the back of her neck and bent her towards him while swinging his fist towards her stomach.

      It was a similar move to the one she’d used on Ronson. She handled it better. Bending her knees, she jumped. Her stomach rose away from the first. He still caught her, but the blow’s impact was far weaker than it might have been.

      Hand and stomach fell together. Abbie raised a palm to smack his tree trunk arm and, at the same time, jerked backwards.

      Her neck was yanked from his hand, and she collapsed onto her behind. He was quick to react. He hopped forward, raised a leg and stomped.

      She rolled to the side. Kline’s boot missed by an inch. The floor seemed to tremble under the force of it. He turned to have another go and found her rising, her arm shooting out, her palm flat and coming for him.

      He grabbed her wrist. Punched for the head.

      Abbie dodged. Because of Kline’s hold, her range of movement was reduced. He boxed her ear, and a shock of pain shot through her head.

      Abbie didn’t let the pain unbalance her. While he held her good wrist, she fired the palm of her weak hand at him. This time she caught the mark. The base of her palm smashed his chin and forced back his head in a rapid jerk, rattling his brain against his skull. If he had one. Causing him to see stars. To release her wrist. To stumble.

      She followed up. A kick to the stomach forced Kline to bend at the waist. He tried to grab her ankle as she pulled back her leg. Missed.

      Like a cymbal crashing monkey, Abbie put one spread hand on either side of Kline’s head. Fast and hard, she brought them together over his ears. Then she bent one arm, grabbed the back of his head with the other and smashed her elbow into his face.

      More blood. This time it soaked Abbie’s top and splattered her jeans. From the rain, her shoes were mercifully spared.

      Kline dropped. Abbie raised a boot and stomped his skull, rendering him unconscious.

      Woozy, dazed, Ronson was rising.

      Abbie turned to the mantlepiece. Pictures of the parents. Pictures of Travis and his sister. Pictures of the family.

      And an ornate clock set into a heavy wooden frame.

      Ronson was up straight, was trying to compose himself.

      Abbie took the clock, stepped across the room, swung back her arm, and smashed it across his skull.

      Before Ronson hit the ground, he was unconscious.

      “100% chance if you’re two vs one, eh?” Abbie said. But it was a pointless comment, seeing as he wasn’t awake to listen to her.
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        * * *

      

      Abbie stepped into the corridor to warn Travis to stay away from Francis and stay away from Michael. Despite Ronson’s beating, Abbie knew she might need to throw the teen into a wall and get into his face to get her point across. She was happy to do so. That was the thing about fighting. Much later, it might make you feel grubby and ashamed, but in the immediate aftermath of the bout, you were pumped with adrenaline. You didn’t want it to stop. You wanted to find someone else and go again.

      It was a lot like fast food. Not like a one night stand where self-loathing was much quicker to arrive.

      Given this adrenaline, this need to keep fighting, perhaps it was lucky she returned into the hall to find Travis had scarpered. Lucky for him but lucky for her too. Sometimes, she scared herself.

      Didn’t matter. Travis was gone for now. Abbie would catch him later.

      Closing the door on the unconscious men, Abbie made her way upstairs to collect the bags which belonged to her and to Francis’ wife.

      Only to find both had gone.
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      It was nearing two. Abbie should have been hungry, but the adrenaline from the fight and fury at Travis' latest idiotic actions kept the hunger at bay. She had to force herself to find a cafe, to order a jacket potato with beans and cheese, and to sit down with a water.

      Already, she had known Travis was an idiot. What about her? What was her excuse? It was bad enough she had left the handbag for Travis to find, but why hadn't she kept her own bag on? Idiot. Idiot. 

      What could he do with her bag? What might this lapse of judgement cost?

      Though it was stupid, her first thoughts went to The Stand. What if Travis threw it away or destroyed it for the kicks? Even taking it out of the bag without proper caution might rip the cover or cost her some pages.

      Her heart rate was rising. Her chest constricting. Stop it. Stop it. It was only a book. It didn't mean anything. Travis tearing it up would destroy The Stand, not Abbie's memories of her sister.

      She knew that. It was rational. Still, Abbie couldn't stop herself believing if the book's cover was torn, she would no longer be able to recall Violet's face. That, if the pages were burned, her sister's voice and laugh would be lost to her. 

      Closing her eyes, she forced herself to take deep breaths, to remember Violet. The little girl in the purple dress; raven black hair, silky smooth even when she did nothing to it. Those soft, gorgeous, turquoise eyes. That laugh. Infectious, like her smile. 

      With a hand on her chest, Abbie remembered her sister. Told herself she wouldn't open her eyes until her heart rate reduced to a reasonable bpm.

      This plan went out the window when someone coughed. Opening her eyes, Abbie saw the man who had taken her order and tried a disarming smile. He returned to her with an odd look and put the jacket in front of her.

      "Thanks," she said. The guy left without a word.

      Abbie tried to put the book to one side. What else had she lost? Her change of clothes. That was annoying. Luckily for her, Travis had left her hoody. That covered the blood-stained top but hadn't helped with the jeans or her shoes. Travis would have to explain to his mother why she was now a pair of trousers short. None of the shoes had been suitable. Lots of heels and sandals. Not ideal if Ronson recovered and came for round two or if Francis sent more goons her way. So the boots had stayed. She had given them a rinse in Travis' kitchen sink and had to hope no one looked at them too closely.

      Next—her wallet and phone. Not a problem. Her phone was locked, and she doubted Travis could hack it. Ben might return the call she had earlier made to SOMK LTD. Being a little shit, Travis would almost certainly answer, but that was okay. Ben would hear a male voice and would hang up. He wouldn't be pleased, but Abbie could handle his displeasure. 

      Her wallet contained nothing but fifty pounds in cash, which he'd spend, and two credit cards. Both were contactless, so he might spend some money on those, but that was a whatever issue.

      Toiletries. Fine. A pen and several scraps of paper, most of which were blank, a couple on which Abbie had written her current phone number. Not a problem. Her hotel key. That was annoying, but not the end of the world. The key offered both the hotel's name and room number, but if he was to visit, she just hoped she was there when he arrived. So she could teach him a lesson. If she wasn't, there was nothing further he could steal, so who cared? The piece of paper on which Bobby had written his number. That caused some stress, but it was probably for the best. It removed the temptation to take him up on his date offer.

      Finally, the reason she hadn't wanted the police to search her bag. The reason she feared a warrant allowing any police officer access.

      Her little black book.

      Would it mean anything to Travis? Probably not.

      Would it pique his interest? Almost certainly.

      Would Travis realise it had value to Abbie? Would his mind jump to thoughts of blackmail? Given what had happened after he mugged Francis' wife, she thought the chances were high that it would. Maybe that was good. He wouldn't be able to phone to blackmail her because he had her phone. He would have to find her. First, he would hide her bag. That was okay. She relished the chance to convince him to tell her where it was.

      Her potato sat untouched in front of her. Taking her knife and fork, Abbie forced herself to take a bite. As she was going for her second, a horrifying thought occurred.

      By now, Travis would know handing Francis' wife's bag back to Francis was not an option. Travis had taken the piss. For the teen's ill-thought-out plan, the criminal would make him pay.

      To avoid retribution, Travis needed either to double down on the blackmailing, then get out of town, or find an alternative. 

      Had Ronson's fists and feet changed his mindset? Did Travis now realise he was in over his head? If he did, he would want to put an end to his troubles. He would like to give the bag to Francis. He would not be paid for the job. He didn't care about that. Money meant nothing to him. He would know he needed something to sweeten the deal when he returned with the bag.

      Hey, Francis, you heard from Ronson yet? You know he and Kline got their arses handed to them by some bitch called Abbie? Well, what if I could help you get back at her. I got her bag, and there's this little black book I think you're going to find real interesting. 

      The anger rushed over Abbie in an uncontrollable burst. Dropping her cutlery, she clenched her hands into fists and smashed the table.

      It was after the lunch rush. The cafe wasn't busy. The six pairs of eyes with which she shared the space turned her way. Most just gawked, a couple began whispering, wondering who she was. Questioning if this stranger might not be crazy.

      Maybe she was. She had to be, didn't she? Only an idiot would keep the black book somewhere it could so easily be stolen. Only a fool would have bought the black book in the first place. Only a complete moron would note down what she had noted down—all those names.

      Abbie almost thumped the table again. Stopped herself. Forced herself to pick up her cutlery and take more deep breaths.

      After taking a second bite and a third, she put down the cutlery and took another deep breath.

      What was done was done—no way to change the past, only to make amends in future. Travis was a dumb teen. He would not keep the bag for long. Try not to think about it.

      So what now?

      Retaking the cutlery, Abbie found she was able to eat with a natural rhythm. As she ate, she considered her situation.

      As she saw it, she had several problems or considerations. 

      1. Eddie. The reason she was here in the first place. His life was in danger, and although she had her suspicions, she didn't yet know who was going to kill him. She certainly didn't know why. She suspected the only way to find that out would be to discover why Francis had wanted Danny dead.

      2. Francis. After rendering unconscious two of his thugs, Abbie would be off Francis' Christmas card list. At the least. As Christmas was almost a year away, Francis would want to find a punishment that could hurt Abbie far sooner than could the Christmas card snub.

      3. Travis. He had both her bag and the bag Francis wanted. As a preference, Abbie would get hold of the wife's bag before Francis. As a must, she would get back her bag before anyone else got a look at it.

      4. Michael. Abbie had been taken with the boy. She wanted to help him. As much as she wished that wasn't so, it was—nothing she could do about that.

      That was more problems than she would like, and that was before Abbie considered how Kline and Ronson might react when they woke. Hopefully, before she left town, they would be in no position to seek revenge.

      Four problems, but you could only be in one place at once. Letting your focus split could be fatal. It was essential to pick a lane and go with it.

      Easy, in this case. Abbie had made her call regarding Michael and could do nothing until she heard back. In the meantime, he should be okay. She'd told him to steer clear of Travis, and, seeing as Francis knew Travis had the bag, there was no reason for the criminal to go after Michael.

      Travis could also wait. He had Abbie’s bag. There was nothing of great value in there except for the black book, and that offered no value to him except via what Abbie was willing to give to get it back. That meant he would come to her. That meant he could wait.

      Similar story with Francis. Despite the fact she suspected he was at the centre of what had happened to Danny and what would happen to Eddie, there was no chance she was going to launch an assault against him. Not without proof. She didn't know where he was anyway. Because of Ronson and Kline, he would likely come to her. She would stay alert, ready. She would wait and put thoughts of Francis on the back burner for now.

      Abbie finished her lunch, having cut her list down to one item. Eddie. The one person who was hoping he didn't see her again was the person she would have to visit. He wouldn't like it. He blamed her for Danny's death, but she would have to convince him she'd had nothing to do with that. She needed more information if she was going to have a chance of saving his life.

      He wouldn’t want to listen to her.

      She would just have to make him.
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      It was gone half three by the time Abbie arrived at Eddie’s place. The evening of what could be his final full day on Earth was fast approaching, and he didn’t even know it.

      Over the last few years, Abbie’s dreams had shown her the faces of many men and women scheduled for death within 48 hours of the time she woke, which was always midnight. More often than not, she succeeded in saving the life of the face from her dream. Occasionally, she failed. It seemed a shame that, if Eddie was to die, he would spend his last hours grieving his brother. Abbie was determined her success and not her failure count would rise tomorrow.

      Parking the car across Eddie’s driveway, Abbie stepped out and moved up the drive. This was always difficult. She never saw the face of the person who would kill her victims. Even if she had, she would never take them out ahead of their murder attempt. Her prophetic dreams were never wrong. Even so, she would not punish or execute a person for a crime they had yet to commit. This was not The Minority Report.

      The door was closed. Locked but not double-locked. Abbie could have broken in but didn’t want to compound on the grievances, imagined or genuine, Eddie held against her. She knocked and waited. 

      Eddie answered. His face was red, and his eyes sore. Though his cheeks were now dry, it could not have been too long since he had stopped crying.

      Upon opening the door, Eddie looked straight at Abbie, but at first, did not seem able to comprehend who she was. Grief had blurred his vision. When it cleared, when he saw her, anger flared in his eyes. She thought he might attack. Hoped he wouldn’t make a scene on his driveway. But he didn’t. He took the door and attempted to slam it in her face.

      Abbie’s boot prevented him. The forceful swing crushed her foot between door and frame. It hurt—a lot. But far less than it would have, had she switched her blood specked boots for Travis’ mother’s sandals. Something to be thankful for.

      Eddie pulled back the door to try again to slam it. If he broke her foot in the same move, all the better, so far as he was concerned.

      Before he could, Abbie laid her palm flat on the door and pushed against his swing. The move was unexpected, and Eddie’s fingers slipped away. He stumbled. Abbie could have used this moment to knock him back and enter the house, but that wasn’t fair. Like a vampire, she would not enter this home without invitation. 

      Eddie came forward, retook the door. Abbie had lowered her hand.

      “Don’t,” she said. “I just want to talk.”

      She raised her palm in time to block the swinging door. Eddie continued to push, but Abbie refused to let go. Being stronger than she looked, it was not long before Eddie was straining, struggling. To make more difficult his challenge, Abbie leaned forward and put her shoulder in the way of the door. If her hand relented, the weight of her body would not.

      “This is pointless,” she said.

      “Murderer,” he replied. “Leave.”

      “I can’t. Not until we’ve spoken.”

      Abbie hated herself for renewing and intensifying Eddie’s sorrow, but what choice did she have? Had his life not been in danger, Abbie would happily have left him be. It was, so she couldn’t.

      Eddie tried a vicious swing, and Abbie swung her shoulder into the door. This caused Eddie’s hand to rip off again, and this time he cried out in pain as the edge of the door scratched his skin.

      There was no blood. The shock of failure hurt more than the door’s attack.

      “Eddie,” Abbie said. Then there were footsteps on the stairs. Slow, laboured, heavy. Here came the cavalry.

      “Eddie, you’re not thinking straight,” Abbie said. “Which is fine. Grief destroys rational thought. I know. I’ve been there. You’re—“ She stopped herself. Jess had arrived, and Abbie felt it would seem too convenient to tell Eddie she also had lost a sibling after bonding with Jess the previous day over a shared loss of a child.

      It was true. Coincidences happened all the time. But perception is often reality, and right now, mentioning Violet would probably do more harm than good. Both to relations between her and the Deans and to Abbie’s own psyche.

      She said, “Your suspicions make no sense.”

      Eddie had retaken the door. Abbie’s palm was still on it. Her shoulder and foot were in the way. Before her husband could try and fail again to shut out the intruder, Jess lay one hand on his and another on his shoulder. She looked at Abbie with mistrust but no hatred or disdain.

      “I think you should leave.”

      Abbie shook her head. “Do you think I like standing here, upsetting the grief-stricken brother and his heavily pregnant wife? I don’t live here. I don’t belong here. It would make my life much easier if I could skip town. Never return.”

      “Then, why don’t you?” said Jess. “Police haven’t arrested you—“

      “Because I’ve done nothing wrong—“

      “Why not just go home, wherever that is?.”

      “Because I’m involved,” said Abbie. “In more ways than one. Danny isn’t the only person who pissed off Francis. To help a frightened teen, I just took out two of Francis’ goons. Now I’m in the frame, but I won’t leave until I’ve ensured no one else is going to die.”

      “Why?” said Jess.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do. Because I’ve seen people like Francis before, and I know it’s only going to get worse. You think now Danny’s gone, you’re safe? I don’t believe you are.”

      “You know we’re not,” said Eddie. “You’re the one working with him.”

      “No,” said Abbie. ”Like I said, that makes no sense. If you could put your grief to one side a moment and consider the situation, you would know I can’t be involved. You would get that.”

      Eddie was unable to put his grief aside, and who could blame him? If he had been alone, he would have started slamming the door again. Would have broken his fingers before he gave up trying to get Abbie to leave. Eventually, she would have had no choice but to relent. Luckily, he was not alone.

      “Help us then,” said Jess. “What’s the rational argument we’ve been missing?”

      All day, the sky had been bleak, full of clouds. Those clouds had been whispy rather than bloated, light grey rather than black. Still, drops began to fall from the sky as Abbie stood on the doorstep. With her change of clothes AWOL, Abbie had no desire to take a drenching. The look on Jess’ face made it clear there would be no entry unless Abbie was able to do more to persuade the Dean couple she was innocent.

      She would have to speak fast.

      “Okay,” she said. “Francis is a crook with a network of criminals at his disposal. I don’t know what his connection to Danny is but for whatever reason, he wants him dead. For such a job, he would usually go to one of his trusted staff members, click his fingers, and the murder happens.”

      Actually, Abbie knew, such hits were rarer than most people thought. Murder was always messy and was becoming harder and harder to get away with as the technology and science available to the police improved. These days, even the top crime bosses murdered as few people as possible, and only when they found it to be unavoidable.

      Ditching this line of reasoning in the spirit of getting to the point, Abbie said, “Let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that Francis wants to distance himself from this murder. So, rather than using one of his people, he outsources. Someone no one in town has ever heard of or would recognise. In this case, that’s me. I’m his assassin.”

      At this, Eddie’s face twisted. Grief heard the confession and leapt upon it, and he almost leapt upon Abbie.

      Jess was paying attention. She gripped his shoulder and shushed him as she might soon shush her child in the middle of the night. Wrapped her hand around his hand on the door and squeezed. She nodded to Abbie, who went on.

      “Here’s the rub. If I was an unknown assassin called in from out of town, why would I, A, make myself known to you and Danny and, B, allow him to stay in my hotel room? I wouldn’t even have paid for a hotel room, but if I did, I certainly wouldn’t let my victim stay there.”

      Jess opened her mouth, but Abbie held out a hand to cut her off.

      “You’ll say I set myself up an alibi by staying with you, but why bother? Even with an alibi, that course of action was still going to bring me to the attention of the police, which by extension would endanger Francis, which was what he was trying to avoid by hiring me in the first place, within the confines of this hypothetical. So why take the unnecessary risk? If you remember, Eddie, I was hidden in shadow when I first found you and Danny. It wasn’t until he knocked you to the ground that I intervened, but why would I do that? Your life would mean nothing to me if I was who you think I am. Even if it did, it was clear you and Danny were close. I knew he might knock you down, might even knock you out, but I didn’t believe your life was in danger. In fact, if he had knocked you out, that would have been perfect. At that point, I would have crept out of the darkness and slit his throat, then slipped into the night. Nobody in this town would ever have known I was here. Simple.”

      Abbie stopped. Waited. She could see Jess was conflicted. She had been suspicious of Abbie for obvious reasons, but Abbie’s logic made sense, and now she was unsure. 

      Eddie wasn’t.

      “You didn’t want him dead,” said Eddie. “You wanted him alone. Somewhere Francis’ people could torture Danny and get back what he stole.”

      Abbie tilted her head. This was new information. She hadn’t known why Francis was after Danny. It seemed Travis was not the only person keeping Francis’ possessions, or perceived possessions, from him.

      That Francis had wanted to reclaim something from Danny added an extra level of curiosity.

      “But Danny wasn’t tortured,” said Abbie. “His killer stabbed him the moment he opened the door. Sanderson must have told you that?”

      Eddie opened his mouth. Closed it. He had decided Abbie was responsible for his brother’s death. No matter what logical arguments she presented, grief held to this belief. It did not want to let go.

      “Francis must have thought he had it hidden in the room,” said Eddie. “He killed Danny, then searched for it.”

      Abbie considered then disregarded this.

      “Surely he’d still keep Danny alive in case it wasn’t in the room? And is this item small?”

      Eddie wouldn’t have answered. Jess said, “No.”

      “Then Francis would have known it wasn’t in the room,” said Abbie.

      “How?”

      “Because Danny didn’t have anything but the jacket on his back when we dropped him at the hotel. If I was the villain you think I am, I would have told Francis that. In which case, the only reason to murder Danny immediately would be if he had found what Danny had stolen. Had he, do you know?”

      Neither of them spoke, which was answer enough.

      “He hadn’t,” said Abbie. Considered. Looked at their faces. “He still hasn’t, has he? He’s sent someone to see you?”

      More silence. Abbie closed her eyes. It was becoming clearer. Danny had died before revealing to Francis where he’d hidden this stolen item. Francis still wanted it back, so the natural place to turn was Danny’s local relative, his brother. That put Eddie and Francis at odds and could easily be what got Eddie killed.

      Question was, why had Francis sent someone to murder Danny if he did not yet have back what Danny had stolen?

      Second question: what had Danny stolen? And did it relate in any way to Travis’ mugging of Francis’ wife?

      Both questions could wait for the moment.

      “It still doesn’t make sense for it to be me,” said Abbie. “If I wanted to find what Danny had stolen, I would have waited until he knocked you out and followed him. Even if he failed to knock you out, the two of you eventually would have left. I would have followed; would have kept on his tail until he led me to this stolen item, or until I got him somewhere I could persuade him to tell me where it was. A place I can assure you wouldn’t have been a hotel room booked in my own bloody name.”

      Abbie took a breath. Don’t let frustration overcome you. Grieving brother, pregnant wife. No one was thinking straight. All she could do was try persuade them to let her in.

      “If Francis has been to visit you, you know you’re in danger,” Abbie said. “I know you might find this difficult to accept, but I can help. I want to help. But I can’t do that unless you let me in. Unless you put at least a little faith in me. I know it’s hard. I know you’ve lost your brother, and you’re hurting, and you want someone to blame, but it isn’t me. Please, Eddie. Let me help. Let me show you I’m on your side.”

      Some of the fury had drained from Eddie’s eyes. They were still lost, grief-stricken.

      Far more in control of her senses, Jess again squeezed her husband’s hand and pulled it gently from the door before placing it by his side. Her other hand remained on his shoulder. She pressed forward so her bump was against his back and spoke softly, as though attempting to calm an agitated animal.

      “I think Abbie’s made some fair points,” she said. “I think we should invite her in and make her a drink. Talk to her.”

      Eddie didn’t respond. His head did turn for the first time away from Abbie towards his wife. He allowed her to edge him backwards, out of the way, allowing Jess to step forward.

      “What would you like?” she asked Abbie. “Let me guess; anything but hot chocolate?”
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      Jess was in the same seat in which Eddie and Abbie had found her in the early hours of that morning. Eddie sat at her side. The couple held hands. Jess had her free palm flat on her belly, feeling the kicks of the baby that would soon enter the world.

      Abbie had taken the armchair and had twisted her legs to face the couple. In her hands, she held a steaming cup of black coffee. Instant. A little too weak for her liking but a damn sight better than the hot chocolate Jess had served the previous evening.

      Jess was of a mind to give Abbie a chance but was nowhere near the levels of trust they had reached before going to bed in the early hours. Abbie knew she had to tread carefully. Especially seeing as she had no good reason to be hanging around, trying to help this grieving brother and his wife. She decided to tackle that, again, head-on.

      "I know you don't know why I'm here. You suspect I was involved in Danny's murder, and I've already laid out the reasons why that could not have been me. You're still far from sure, but that's okay. Even if you were sure I had nothing to do with Danny's murder, you might question why I've stuck around. More, why I've claimed I want to help you."

      "That's exactly what I'm wondering," said Jess.

      "And that's unfortunate," said Abbie. "I don't have what you would consider to be a good reason. All I have is my intuition. In the almost 16 hours I've been in town, I've now run into two sets of people with two seemingly separate problems, both of which revolve around the same man. As I mentioned, the other issue involves a group of teenagers. Funnily enough, they also have something Francis wants, and for which he is happy to hurt them. But I don't think it's the same thing. I believe in responsibility. I believe that now I know you're in danger, I have to help. I cannot walk away. As I said, I've dealt with people like Francis before."

      "In what capacity?" asked Jess.

      "Private. Always private. But I know how Francis operates. I can help, but first, I need to know his history with Danny. Without that, I'm blind. I can't do anything, and I might as well walk away. Maybe that's what you want. I hope you'll give me the chance to prove how valuable I can be if you let me stick around.

      Abbie stopped. Jess looked at her husband. It seemed he wasn't listening. He was staring at Abbie, but it didn't look as though anything was going in. Abbie suspected he had missed nothing and thought Jess believed the same. She squeezed her husband's hand.

      "I think she's right, Ed," said Jess. "If she wanted to kill Danny, there were ways she could do that without anyone seeing her. If she wanted to find the money, this wouldn't be the right way to go about it."

      Money. There it was. Abbie noted the mention but said nothing. Jess was waiting on her husband.

      "Maybe they've sent her to win our trust," said Eddie. "They might think we're hiding the money, and if she gets closer to us, we'll tell her where it is."

      This was a ridiculous notion for a couple of reasons. Abbie could have explained. Given Eddie's current mistrust and disdain for her, she was lucky Jess had also noted the failure in his argument and was willing to point it out.

      "If they were going to send someone to win our trust, why would they send the same person who gave Danny the room in which he was killed? They'd know we'd be suspicious."

      "Maybe it's a double bluff."

      "Oh, don't be ridiculous." 

      The previous evening, Jess had been plenty sharp with her husband. This was the most cutting her tongue had been since Abbie had arrived today. Given the way her cheeks flushed red, Abbie guessed this was the sharpest Jess had been with Eddie since Danny's death.

      "I'm sorry," she said, now rubbing her belly rather than merely resting her hand there, as though to remind her husband she was pregnant and therefore should be forgiven the outburst. "But you have to see that can't be right? Why risk a double bluff? There had to be another way to bring someone into our lives if they wanted to get us to reveal where the money was by subterfuge. Besides, why would they do that? Having seen what happened to Danny, if we knew where the money was, we would give it them immediately. They know we don't know where it is."

      These were the exact points Abbie would have made. Eddie was more likely to listen to Jess than to Abbie, but even with the arguments coming from his wife, he looked unconvinced. Abbie understood. Eddie was furious at Francis for what had happened to Danny, but Francis was untouchable. Abbie was here. He wanted someone to hate, and if Abbie was guilty, that someone had delivered themselves to him, ready for punishment.

      Worried the conversation might become mired in Eddie's grief, Abbie turned to Jess and tried to move things along.

      "Am I to deduce that Danny had stolen money from Francis?"

      Jess glanced at Eddie, then back to Abbie. She nodded. “Hundred grand. Lord knows how. From what we can gather, he got into Francis' house and stole it from his private safe."

      Lord knows how. A valid exclamation. Danny was a chancer, not a safecracker. To steal the money, he would need to either stumble upon an open safe—an extraordinary stroke of luck given he presumably had to break into the house to reach the safe in the first place—or know the code.

      If he knew the code, someone had given it him. There was no chance that someone had been Francis. Who else would have known the code?

      Francis' wife, perhaps?

      The same woman whose bag Travis had stolen on Francis' orders. Why? Because Francis was looking for clues to confirm his suspicions about his missing hundred grand, perhaps?

      Abbie filed all this away for consideration. Said to Jess, "So he stole the money. When was this?"

      "Couple of weeks ago."

      "And Eddie found out?"

      "That's right. A week ago, Eddie visited Danny and saw the money. He flipped out. Demanded Danny return it at once. Eddie's always been protective of his idiotic little brother."

      Realising this wording might be seen as rather harsh when directed at one so recently deceased, Jess' eyes flashed to Eddie. He seemed not to have noticed. Abbie pressed on.

      "What did Danny say?"

      "He said, okay. The liar," said Eddie. A rare foray into the conversation. His voice was low and hard. Abbie realised he was not only grieving for his brother. He was also furious at Danny.

      "But he didn't?" said Abbie.

      "He planned to do it that night but chickened out," said Jess. "To gain confidence, he went drinking and ended up passing out at the bar. When he woke, head no doubt pounding, he returned home. When he arrived, the money was gone."

      "Stupid little—"

      Jess laid a hand on Eddie's arm, stilling his furious tongue.

      "Soon as he finds out, he comes running over here in a state, horrified. I wish I could say we were surprised." Jess sighed. "Danny's always liked a drink, and when he drinks, he brags. To a drunk man, what can seem more worthy of a gloat than having ripped off the most powerful crook in town? The question isn't who he told, but who he didn't."

      Jess was trying not to let her disgust show. She wanted to respect the dead. Talk of the events that had led to Danny's demise seemed to have warped Eddie's grief for his brother into something ugly, hateful. Abbie wished they could move off the topic, but not yet.

      "He wanted your help?" she asked the couple.

      "Yep," said Jess. "Only reason I knew about it. Eddie was trying to protect me but in Danny rolled, ranting and raving. He wanted us to help find the money, but how could we do that when he had no idea who he'd told? And he'd lost his house keys. Or so he thought. More likely, someone stole them while he was passed out at the bar or, knowing Danny, he gave them away. Anyway, by that point, it didn't matter. The money was gone, and Francis was going to find out. We had no choice. Danny had to run."

      Jess looked away, trying to hide her bitter resentment. Tears had gathered in Eddie's eyes again. While Jess's frustration grew, sorrow once more overtook Eddie's rage.

      "This wouldn't have happened," he said, "if Danny could have just stayed away."

      "But he came back yesterday?" said Abbie. "Why?"

      "I'm all he's got," said Eddie, reminding Abbie of the comment Eddie had made to Danny about his lack of friends. That had stung. Now Danny was dead, and Eddie couldn't apologise. How often had he thought of those words in the last few hours?

      "It's not only that," Jess was saying. "I think he was in love."

      Eddie was about to respond, but Abbie got there first. "Yes. I heard him say that to you. Do you know who this lover was?"

      "No," said Eddie. One could never be sure, but Abbie believed he was lying. It was the way his eyes darted away from her, the way his free hand clenched at his side.

      How much had Eddie and Danny's argument covered when Eddie had discovered Danny with a hundred grand of a dangerous man's money? Surely Eddie would have demanded to know how Danny had got into Francis' safe? Probably, Danny had lied. Had Eddie pushed? Had he pushed and pushed until Danny was forced to admit he had fallen in love and that this lover had given him the code?

      Because this lover was Francis' wife.

      It was only a theory, but it filled in a pleasing number of blanks. For one, it explained how Danny had stolen such a large sum of money from Francis' home. Second, why Francis might want to steal his wife's phone. He could be looking for evidence of his wife's complicity in the robbery, or of her affair, or both. Third, Danny's murder. To Abbie, it had made no sense that Francis would have Danny killed with the money still in play. But if Francis had discovered Danny had bedded his wife, fury might have trumped reason at this most grievous and potentially heartbreaking insult. There was every chance he had thought, Damn the money, and had prioritised Danny's murder. There was even a chance Francis had himself plunged the knife into Danny's stomach and stabbed him to death. Repeated stabbing, the kind of which Danny had suffered, was more likely to indicate a crime of passion than it was the work of an assassin.

      It certainly gave Abbie plenty to go on, but what should she do next?

      She had to remember this was about how much danger Eddie was in. Everything had to flow from there.

      To him and Jess, Abbie said, "Did Francis visit you himself? And what did he say?"

      "Not Francis," said Jess. "Leona."

      "She's one of his people?"

      Eddie said, "She's his wife."

      Okay. Interesting. Abbie tried not to give anything away via facial expressions. Was Eddie trying to do the same? How much did he know about Danny's love interest?

      Former love interest.

      "And what did she say?" Abbie asked, thinking a question she would not verbalise, Do you think Francis sent her or was she acting without her husband's knowledge?

      "She said the Dean family owed her and her husband a hundred grand," said Jess. "She said she was sorry for our loss, but Danny's debt did not die with him."

      "Did she confess to his murder?"

      "She said Danny's death had nothing to do with Francis, herself, or anyone connected to them. She claimed not to know what had happened."

      "Lying bitch," Eddie hissed. His free fist clenched even tighter, and he pulled his other hand from Jess, who did not admonish him, though worry had crept into her expression. How far would Eddie go to avenge his brother's murder?

      "And the money?" pushed Abbie.

      "She said if we could pay it back this year, there would be no interest. That was their way of showing they understand we were not to blame for the theft. But they needed to see movement immediately. Leona told us she hoped we would find the money by the end of tomorrow. If not, she expected us to meet with an estate agent by the end of Monday and that there should be a for sale sign up by the end of next week. We would have three months to sell the house and pass anything we made to Francis and Leona."

      There were tears in Jess's eyes. Her hand was circling her belly faster than ever. Eddie's face was blank. Just beneath the surface was a tornado of barely repressed rage.

      "We only bought this place a year ago," said Jess. "We put everything into it. When we sell, we'll be lucky to get out ten grand. And from next month, they want a grand a month until we've paid them off. Where are we supposed to find a grand a month while raising a child and paying rent and bills? We told Leona it wasn't possible. She told us we would make it possible or find the money Danny lost. Those were our choices. She didn't need to tell us what would happen if we could make neither work."

      Jess' voice rose as she spoke. While Eddie hovered on the brink of fury, his wife slid towards despondency. They had told Abbie everything they knew. Even if Abbie suspected there was more to learn, now was not the time to press for answers.

      "You don't yet fully trust me," Abbie said. "So this might mean little, but I want to say it anyway. I am going to do everything I can to help you. If I can, I'll find the money Danny lost so you can pay back Francis. If I can't, we'll sort something else."

      Abbie prayed neither Jess nor Eddie would ask her to estimate the chance of finding the money. Abbie would try, but if Danny had revealed its location to someone in the bar on the night of his last binge, Abbie could see no way to find out who that might have been. Especially a week later. Much more likely was scenario B—her finding another way to help them. What would that way be? Difficult to say. In short, whatever it needed to be.

      Neither Jess nor Eddie asked the dreaded question. Neither of them spoke. Jess surprised Abbie by struggling to her feet, rushing across the room and swinging her arms around Abbie's neck, pulling the woman she had mistrusted in for a tight hug.

      The mum-to-be tried to speak but choked on her emotion and sobbed instead. Didn't matter. The hug said everything. Abbie tried to respond but found she could not speak either. Jess' bump pressed against Abbie's abdomen. Abbie could feel kicking, the almost-here-baby, and recalled her own baby's kicks days before it was due, so many years ago. Waves of nausea overtook her, and she had to ease Jess away.

      "I'm going to see what I can do," she said, her words rushed, garbled. "I'll be back in touch as soon as I can be. I promise."

      Before either of them could say anything else, Abbie had rushed from the house. Eddie caught up to her as she was opening her car door.

      "We need to talk," he said.

      "Is that not what we just did?"

      "No. Later. Please. Jess thinks I'm just saying goodbye, so you have to say now. Will you meet me at midnight, where you found Danny and me fighting. There are things we need to discuss."

      "The money?" asked Abbie.

      "I think I can find it. I need your help."

      Jess appeared at the door. Abbie would have liked to take the time to ask a few more questions, but there was none. If Jess came out, Eddie would clam up. He might change his mind about meeting her later, and if he had valuable information, she needed to hear it.

      Dropping into her car, she said, "I'll be there."

      Closing the window, she held up a hand to wave at Jess, started the car, and drove away.
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      Returning to the hotel, Abbie hoped she would find Bobby behind the counter. Not because she wanted to resume with him a conversation that might end in a date—or not just because of that—but because she suspected Glenda would not be happy that Bobby had given her another room for the night after Abbie had left such a mess in her first. If Glenda was already unhappy, how would she react when Abbie revealed she had no key to her room and needed to borrow a spare?

      Stepping through the door into the lobby, Abbie expected to see Bobby or no one. If Bobby was absent, Abbie expected to press the bell and wait an agonising minute for Glenda to appear, regard Abbie with disdain and mistrust, then possibly disappear back into her room.

      Her expectations were subverted when she found Bobby absent but the desk occupied. Glenda stood there, hands on her hips, looking towards the door as though she had been there for some time, waiting for Abbie to show.

      “Afternoon,” Glenda said. Her voice was flat, containing none of the infectious warmth it had last night when Abbie had rung at near enough three in the morning. Clearly, that tone was reserved for people who did not invite strange men and, inadvertently or not, killers up to their room.

      “Glenda,” Abbie said. “I wanted to apologise for last night.”

      “Is that a confession?”

      “It’s a confession of an error in judgement, allowing Danny to stay in my room. Your room, I should say. He was in danger. I was trying to protect him.”

      “That went well.”

      “Yes, quite,” said Abbie. “What I mean is, whether he had died or lived, it was a poor call on my part. I shouldn’t have brought him here.”

      “You should have told me the truth,” said Glenda. “I’m not a monster. Had I known the young man was in danger, I would have been more vigilant about last night’s comings and goings. I would have stayed on the desk and kept watch.”

      “In which case, I’m glad I lied,” said Abbie. “Bad enough my poor attempts to protect Danny ended with his murder. Had they also led to your death, I should never have been able to forgive myself.”

      “If you had given me all the facts, and I had made the decision, knowing the risks, and had then died, you would have had to be a fool to feel guilty.”

      “Then I’m a fool,” said Abbie. “Because guilty is exactly what I’d feel.”

      Glenda frowned, shook her head. Abbie felt like a schoolgirl who has been chastised by the imperious headmistress. But the conversation had still gone far better than expected. As such, Abbie felt brave enough to approach the desk.

      “I wanted to thank you for letting me continue my stay here.”

      “That decision was made by Bobby, not me, and I fear it was a decision made not with his brain but with another organ.”

      Well, that was embarrassing.

      “If you want me to go…”

      “I would have allowed you to stay,” said Glenda. “Your pretty face would not have made me giddy enough to suggest a double rate when you had already offered triple.”

      “Pretty face, cool. I’ll still happily pay triple.”

      “And how will you do so without your wallet?”

      Now, Abbie felt like a schoolgirl who has been chastised by her imperious and psychic headmistress.

      “My wallet?”

      Glenda reached beneath the desk and pulled from some hidden shelf Abbie’s drawstring bag. Dumping it on the desk, she said, “A young man brought it in, claiming it contains your phone and wallet, which he found while searching for something to identify the bag’s owner. He also found your hotel key—“ pointed glance “—so dropped the bag off here.”

      Picking up the bag, Glenda extended it to Abbie, who took it gratefully.

      “Thank you.”

      Glenda shrugged. “No point thanking me. You’re lucky it landed in the possession of one so conscientious.”

      “Yes,” said Abbie, thinking of all the ways she would like to damage Travis for stealing her things. “Very lucky.”

      “Not many out there these days who would be so thoughtful.”

      “It is a world of crooks and rogues.”

      “And murderers,” said Glenda, pointing to the ceiling. Abbie hoped she was referring to Danny’s demise, not pointing to a room where she knew slept a modern Jack the Ripper.

      “Well, now I can pay you,” said Abbie. As she reached into her bag, Glenda waved a dismissive hand.

      “You’re fine.”

      “Pretty face is working on you too, eh?”

      “That it must be. Although if you really wish to wow me, I’d take a shower. You look scruffy.”
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      Upstairs, in a different room to the one in which Danny had died, Abbie planned to follow, rather than be offended by, Glenda’s advice.

      First, she removed Travis’ mother’s trousers and hung them up. Her blood-stained jeans she’d binned, and she didn’t have a spare pair. She would need to find something new. Her hoody she pulled off and ditched on the bed. Her blood-stained top she scrunched into a ball and threw by the door, so she didn’t forget to take it when she left.

      Travis was not altruistic. When he had taken Abbie’s bag, he had not done so for fear Ronson might steal it. Therefore, it stood to reason his motives had been unpure when he returned the bag to Glenda.

      From the drawstring bag, Abbie removed her toiletries, a spare set of underwear, a top, and a thin jumper. The toiletries and underwear, she dumped on the bed. She hung the top and jumper with the trousers to remove some of the creases imposed by their confinement in the bag. 

      Beneath the clothes, Abbie found The Stand and burst into tears. With as much caution as ever, she freed the book from her drawstring bag and unwrapped the pillowcase in which she kept it. Travis had almost certainly yanked it out. As he could not know the emotional value it held for Abbie, he would have disregarded it immediately. If he had tossed it to the floor while he continued his search, the pillowcase had blissfully kept it in one piece.

      Though she still needed to check the rest of her bag, Abbie clutched the pillowcase wrapped book to her chest and fell to the bed. Once she was still, she dried her eyes, opened the makeshift bag to make sure it really was The Stand, and resumed crying when it was.

      Abbie knew she needed a better storage solution for what had been Violet’s (and what was now Abbie’s) most precious possession. But what? She used to keep it in her rental. One night, three years ago, during a mission to protect a seamstress, Abbie had arrived in the lot of the hotel in which she was staying. She had left the book, left the car, locked the door, and made for the hotel. Halfway there, she had stopped, turned. If intuition whispered in her ear, Abbie remained unaware of its influence. All she knew of was a sudden, powerful urge to read some of The Stand, though she had read it many times before. She returned to the car, collected the book, locked the car, and proceeded into the hotel. That night someone broke into and stole the car. Joyrode it around town for an hour. Once they’d had their fun, they set on fire and abandoned the vehicle.

      In the morning, when Abbie learned of the fire and burned-out shell that was her rental, her thoughts immediately rushed to The Stand and how close the book had come to cremation. She had rushed to the toilet and been violently sick while crying her eyes out.

      Not since then had she left the book in her car or allowed it to be more than a few metres from her person. She feared if left in her permanent residence, it would be destroyed in a burglary. If she paid to store it in a self-storage facility or even a bank, an earthquake would level the building in question, and her book would be gone. No insurance could cover the sentimental value.

      For some time, Abbie held the book to her chest. When she was sure her hands could be relied upon not to shake, she removed the book from the pillowcase. Laying it on the bed, Abbie peeled back the front cover as one might peel back the lid of a case containing a volatile explosive. She peeled back another page and another until she reached the dedication. The Stand was dedicated to Tabby, Stephen King’s wife. Beneath the dedication was the name Violet, scrawled in the scruffy hand of a girl too young to be reading such an adult novel but who had done so none the less. 

      With her index finger, Abbie pressed lightly upon the page, over her sister’s name, and whispered, “Love you, little sis.” She was unsure when this ritual had started, but she did it now more often than not when she opened the book.

      With her finger to her sister’s name, Abbie would close her eyes, and the memories would come flooding back.

      Even as she soaked her cheeks with tears, Abbie would welcome each and every recollection as though Violet herself had walked through the door, arms outstretched, ready for a hug.
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      When she felt strong enough, Abbie returned the book to the pillowcase and placed it on the bedside table. Returning to the bag, she removed her phone and wallet. Travis had left her cards but taken the cash. Fine. The phone screen revealed a message from an unknown number waited. No prizes for guessing the sender.

      In the bottom of the bag was, presumably, every paper scrap that had been there before Travis got his grubby mitts on Abbie’s stuff. Possibly one was gone. A scrap containing her current phone number. Also fine. But Abbie found the scrap on which Bobby had written his number and took stupid comfort from that.

      The black book was missing.

      Closing her eyes, Abbie took a deep breath. This was as expected. That didn’t make it any less frustrating. With everything that was going on with Michael, Eddie, and Francis, this was a distraction she did not need. But that was her fault. She would have to deal.

      Restraining from any form of self-flagellation, Abbie moved to her phone. Unlocking the device, she went first to the call log. Yes, Ben had called. After deleting the item from her phone’s history, she moved to the messages screen.

      She had only one text.

      From an unknown number.

      It read: Lets start with a tit pic

      No apostrophe in “let’s”. No concluding full stop. It was one thing being psychotic enough to blackmail a deadly criminal and solicit illegal pornographic images from a woman who has proven herself a dangerous foe, but when the youth of today cannot even utilise correct grammar, what hope is there for humanity?

      The message was further proof of Travis’ blend of intelligence and stupidity. He was stupid to again attempt blackmail after taking a beating for his last go. But there was an intelligence displayed in the message’s simplicity. Most thieves would have penned a sprawling essay about how they had Abbie’s black book, how they knew it must be precious to her, how she would have to do everything they said to ensure its safe return. Right at the end, if one could be bothered to get that far, they would make their first demand—the, to use Travis’ phraseology, tit pic.

      With his off-kilter intelligence, Travis had realised not only that he did not need the essay, but that the one-sentence approach would be more effective. Within that simple line of text was the essay implicit. Abbie knew what he had. Abbie knew he had deduced the black book had some value to her. That he had not spelt all this out made the message more menacing, and made Abbie warier of Travis.

      From the phone, Abbie looked to her body. Because she spent more time than was usual in altercations with people like Ronson and Kline, Abbie spent many hours each week doing endurance, speed and strength training to ensure she was always in peak physical condition. As such, her body was unlikely to disappoint Travis. Then again, for someone like Travis, who had an obsession with power and getting one over on people, her physique was probably less important than was her bending to his will. Regardless of how her breasts looked, extreme arousal would arise from the victory of her sending a picture.

      Unfortunately for Travis, there would be no picture. In the spirit of simplicity, which he had begun with his text, Abbie replied. It was nearly five pm. She typed: You have five hours to return what’s mine.

      After hitting send, she chucked her phone on the bed, stripped, and went for a shower, pushing Travis further and further from her mind with each step she took.
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      Afterwards, wrapped in a towel, warm, fresh, Abbie lay in bed but fought sleep. Half five came and went. At some point, she needed to go out and get clothes. She would need to eat dinner. After that, maybe she would allow herself a couple of hours sleep before she went to meet Eddie.

      5.45. Abbie was in bed, mentally analysing everything she knew, when her phone began to ring. She assumed it would be Travis until she saw the number was blocked. Bracing herself, she answered.

      “Abagail King.”

      There was a pause. One second, two seconds, three. Then he responded.

      “Hello, Miss King, it’s Ben. I was just returning your call. Is now a good time?”

      Abbie pressed a finger to her forehead. Was that a headache building? She hoped not. That was the last thing she needed.

      She wanted to tell Ben to piss off.

      She said, “I’m alone in my hotel room.”

      “Excellent. We can talk candidly.”

      Abbie said nothing. She and Ben did not speak often. Whenever Abbie needed to communicate with those who had set up her fake job and who paid her wages and expenses, Ben was the one to whom she spoke. He was the only one she had met and, although he occasionally obliquely referenced other people, he never said any names or even indicated genders.

      “Have you nothing to say?” he asked.

      “I assumed you called to chastise me,” Abbie said. “I thought you’d want to get that out of the way before we discussed my thing.”

      A light chuckle. “Oh, Abagail. No need to sound so sullen.”

      On more than one occasion, Abbie had wondered if Ben might not be the top dog in the organisation that supported and employed Abbie. Potentially he had inherited a fortune and used it to support Abbie, or her and others. Each time she analysed this possibility, she disregarded it. To suggest Ben was the top man or woman in an organisation with such wealth and resource would be to attribute too much importance to Abbie. She was a puppet for this conglomerate. She doubted Ben was much more than middle management.

      “It was an error in judgment,” she said, feeling her jaw tighten in annoyance though Ben had yet to reprimand her. “There were two thugs with whom I had to deal. I’m guessing you’ve never tried to fight with a drawstring bag over your shoulder?”

      “It has been many years since I have been in a fight of any description,” said Ben. “But no, I don’t believe I ever partook in a fight with a drawstring bag over my shoulder. Certainly not a drawstring bag containing a precious possession I could not face damaging.”

      Abbie fought the urge to grit her teeth. Years ago, she had mentioned The Stand to Ben in passing, along with what it meant. This was before Abbie knew Ben noted everything, no matter how small, and remembered just as much. She was more careful now, but on The Stand front, the damage was done.

      “The thief was incapacitated when I took on the thugs,” said Abbie. “By the time I had finished them off, he was gone.”

      “Not that incapacitated then.”

      “As I said, it was an error in judgement. It won’t happen again.”

      “And that we are speaking with one another indicates you have resolved the issue. No longer does this thief possess anything that is yours.”

      It was unlikely but not impossible that Ben had Abbie under surveillance. Whether he did or he didn’t, Abbie usually regretted lying to this representative of her employers.

      “He retains one item.”

      “Incriminating?”

      “Probably not for me. Definitely not a problem for you.”

      “If it’s a problem for you, it’s a problem for me. Do you need help resolving this matter?”

      “No.” She tried to be forceful but not sound petty or desperate. She was unsure if she had hit the mark.

      For a time, Ben said nothing. Maybe he was waiting for her, but there was no chance Abbie was speaking next. It was his turn.

      At last, he said, “Are you currently involved in a mission?”

      “Yes.”

      “Day one or two?”

      “One.”

      “Confident?”

      “Yes.”

      More silence. More consideration.

      “The last time you failed—“

      “This isn’t like that,” Abbie cut in. “This thief is not an issue. If needs be, I’ll deal with him once I’ve completed my mission. I don’t believe it will come to that.”

      More silence. Ben deciding if he would trust her or if he felt the need to intervene. She prayed he would fall down on the side of trust but knew there was nothing more she could say to sway his mind.

      “Okay,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      “You know my concern is not for myself but for you.”

      This was a lie. Abbie said nothing.

      “We support you in every mission, but we know no one is perfect. You will always miss out occasionally. I worry not because of what it means for us, but because of what it means for you.”

      Abbie considered ignoring this comment. Eventually went with, “You needn’t worry. I know the risks. I might succeed or fail tomorrow to save this man’s life. If I fail, it will not be down to distraction, and if I fail, I will take the consequences. I’ll deserve them.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself, darling.”

      Abbie closed her eyes. She hated when Ben spoke to her as though she were his daughter, though she were young enough to be. Ben, as a father, was a frightening prospect. Not that her real dad had been up to much.

      “Can we talk about why I rang?” she asked.

      “Before we do,” said Ben. “I have one more point to make about the thief.”

      Abbie thought she knew what this point would be. Said nothing—no reason to argue before she’d heard him out.

      “When you reclaim what he has taken, I trust you will use your judgment regarding what to do with him?”

      Abbie drummed her fingers on the phone. Did not reply.

      “You’re a good person, Abagail. You won’t want to hear this, but if you fear he knows enough to compromise you—“

      “If you’re going to suggest what I think you’re going to suggest, I’d stop now,” she said. “I wouldn’t want us to fall out.”

      “He stole from you,” said Ben. “I spoke to him for mere seconds and heard in his voice arrogance, contempt. He seemed a nasty piece of work.”

      “He’s a shit,” said Abbie. “But being a shit is not grounds for execution, and I won’t do it.”

      Ben wanted to argue. Abbie could almost hear it in the silence. He knew her well enough to understand some battles were not worth fighting. Certain lines she would not cross.

      “On your head,” he said.

      “Understood.”

      “So why don’t you tell me about this project,” said Ben. “You want 25k? That’s a lot of money.”

      Abbie suddenly knew this was not a good idea. Ben was a stern man who seemed to be mostly without emotion. Earlier, he might have been in a favourable mood. Any goodwill towards Abbie, Travis’ call would have eradicated. This was never going to work.

      She still had to try.

      “You’ve put a lot of money behind me,” said Abbie. “With my pay, I cover my mortgage, my bills, and contribute a healthy amount to a pension with plenty left over.”

      “You should get Netflix,” said Ben. “There’s some great stuff on there.”

      “Point is, you think what I do is worth a salary that provides me a comfortable life.”

      “We think you’re more than worthy of a comfortable life,” said Ben. “Yet you plough your disposable income not into jacuzzis and massage chairs but grubby hotels and bland rental cars..”

      “That’s my problem,” said Abbie. She would never tell Ben why she spent so much time in hotels. He might have suspected, but Abbie would never confirm that the nightmares, the non-prophetic ones, were at their worst when she slept in the same bed for multiple consecutive nights. Only by moving could she keep them quiet and sometimes at bay. She guessed this was part of her punishment. For her failures.

      “But you have a point?” said Ben.

      “The point is you do all that so I can continue to save lives, and that proves you care about helping people—“

      “No,” Ben cut in.

      Abbie gripped her phone a little tighter. “You don’t care about helping people?”

      “Of course we do,” said Ben, “You’re right. We pay you good money so you can follow your visions and save lives. But that’s where it stops. Your opening gambit confirms my suspicion that this money is going to someone you have not seen in a vision. Therefore, my answer can only be no.”

      “You haven’t even heard—“

      “Nor do I need to,” Ben cut in again. “Abagail, you do a wonderful service for humankind. We support you because we believe in the guidance your receive. Your dreams tell you who is worthy of your help. So help them. Let charities deal with the rest.”

      “I see what you’re saying—“

      “No you don’t. There’s no need to be diplomatic, honey. Tell me how you feel.”

      Abbie had taken the phone from her ear. She took two deep breaths then put it back.

      “Okay, I don’t. I believe if you mean that you want to help people, you should support me in helping this kid. He’s lost and alone, and the debts his mother has run-up are going to cripple him.”

      “He’s one boy,” said Ben.

      “And Eddie, the guy I’m going to save, is one man.”

      “But he’s not,” said Ben. “More often than not, you save not just the person from your dream. How many killers have you taken out of action? And how many of those killers would not have stopped at the victim you strove to save but would have killed again, and again, and again. For each life you save, you’re actually saving two or ten. Sometimes hundreds. Can you not see the value in that? Vs giving money to some boy whose mother has run up debts? How would that help him anyway? If his mother ran up debts before, she would do so again. No. That is not something our organisation can get behind.”

      Abbie had risen from the bed without noticing. As she had in the park when she had met with Michael earlier that day, she began to pace. She wanted to explode. Wanted to tear verbal strips from Ben. She fought for calm.

      “Maybe we could talk about a lower amount.”

      “No.”

      “But—“

      “No. Abagail, you must drop this. There will be no money. None. That’s my final word.”

      There it was again. Like Abbie was a teenager begging her father for money so she could buy a dress for prom, and he was putting his foot down. Only this wasn’t a dress. This wasn’t prom. This was a good kid’s life.

      “I’m begging for your support on this,” said Abbie. “I have some money saved, but it’s not enough.”

      “And you’re not to give him a penny.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Was I not clear? None of that money is to go to this boy, or his mother, because I need you to forget him and focus on the task at hand.”

      “As I understood it,” said Abbie, “that money was mine to use as I wished.”

      “Within reason.”

      “And a jacuzzi is within reason but improving the life of an innocent kid isn’t?”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      Again the phone came away. Somehow, Abbie managed not to hurl it across the room. Taking deep breaths did nothing to calm the furious beat of her heart.

      “You can’t stop me.”

      “You don’t think so? We can cut you off.”

      “You need me.”

      “Abagail, I care greatly about you, whether you believe that or not. The organisation I work for values you. But neither it nor I need you. We like what you do. We wish to support you. But if we had to cut you off, we would.”

      “Maybe that’s okay.”

      “Must I dignify that with an answer?” Ben asked. “Because I can. But you know already how ridiculous you’re being. You could tell me you’ll begin ignoring your dreams, but we both know you won’t because you can’t. How are the nightmares recently?”

      Abbie said nothing. Even on her best nights, she tended to suffer at least one. In vivid, horrifying detail, she would watch the demise of one of the men or women she had failed to save. She had seen each one a hundred times or more. Each repeat felt like the first time. Every time, she woke in tears.

      “You’d need a job,” Ben said. “Even without a reference, I’m sure you’d succeed in acquiring one, but how understanding would they be when you needed to take a couple of days off at a moment’s notice? They’d be fine the first time, maybe even the second. How long could it last?”

      Abbie was biting her nails. Catching herself, she pulled her hand away—a stupid show of nerves, of weakness.

      “What about when you get arrested?” said Ben. “You’ve been lucky so far, but it will happen. If you’re still working with us, we provide a world-class lawyer. You’ll endure not one day of jail time. Alone, how would you fare? And if you went to prison, how would you cope? How haunting would the nightmares become with you unable to act on your visions? The failures would mount up fast. How long before you broke down?”

      Abbie was back on the bed. She had one hand palm down on the pillowcase within which lay The Stand. The other was on her phone, gripping so tight. 

      “Turns out you did need to dignify the question with an answer,” said Abbie. “Or felt the need to anyway.”

      Ben gave no response to this. He said, “What are you going to do? Will you choose employment, or will you choose this boy.”

      “You know where I’m staying?”

      A pause. “I do.”

      “Send me a new phone. ASAP.”

      “That’s not an answer. Is this your resignation?”

      “You know damn well it isn’t.”

      “Wonderful. I think you’re making the right choice.”

      “Just piss off, Ben,” she said before hanging up the phone, placing it on the floor, and smashing it repeatedly with a desk chair that looked exactly like the one Danny’s coat had fallen from around the time of his death.
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      In her change of underwear, top and jumper, and in Travis’ mother’s trousers, Abbie dressed. Leaving the smashed phone on the floor, she rushed downstairs and asked Glenda to borrow a phone. She made a call, received the answer she wanted, and left the hotel.

      At seven PM on the dot, Abbie met Bobby outside an independent Italian restaurant, tucked away down a side street a couple of minutes from the town centre. Already smiling when Abbie turned the corner, Bobby’s grin became a beam when he saw her. His face lit up.

      “You look stunning,” he said.

      In town, Abbie had intended to purchase a replacement pair of jeans. While browsing a boutique on the corner under the watchful gaze of a shopkeeper who disapproved of her boots (from a fashion standpoint rather than because they were flecked with blood), Abbie had spotted a beautiful dress. Though she would have loved it at first sight, whenever she saw it, usually she would not have bought it. Dresses were for people who lived ordinary lives. Abbie needed to, at all times, be in clothes that would not restrict her if she had to run or kick someone in the face. Or stomach. Or balls.

      Her anger at Ben, which had pushed her to call Bobby and take him up on his offer of the date, seemed like a hand around her wrist. Seemed to drag her to the dress and tug insistently until she picked it up. Seemed to drag her to a matching pair of shoes and then to the changing room.

      When Abbie appeared from the changing room in the dress, the shop assistant told her she looked beautiful, but still glowered. Clearly, the slight of wearing such hideous boots in the boutique was not one the proprietor could easily forgive or forget. Despite the sour look, Abbie had bought the dress, the shoes, as well as a pair of jeans and a new top (now packed in her drawstring bag which she had taken on the date. Had the shop assistant known she was combining the dress and bag, she would no doubt have suffered a heart attack). Should anything kick-off while Abbie was on her date, she could always do like superman and run into a phone booth to change into more appropriate ass-kicking gear.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself,” said Abbie to Bobby, who was wearing smart jeans and a tight blue shirt, both of which made him look even more handsome than did his smile, and far more handsome than had his Perfect Chicken outfit.

      Pointing at the door, beaming Bobby said, “Shall we?”

      “We shall.”
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        * * *

      

      The Italian boasted low ceilings held up by ancient wooden beams. There was soft, instrumental music floating across the air. The kitchen was exposed, and the wonderful scent of good food and the warmth of the oven filled the room.

      At a table in the corner, Abbie and Bobby took menus and perused them at first in silence. Each waiting for the other to make the opening gambit.

      After a couple of minutes, Bobby said, "So what made you change your mind?"

      "Change my mind?" said Abbie. "I said no to drinks. This is dinner. That's completely different."

      "I believe on at least one occasion you completely ruled out a date."

      "A date? Is that what this is? Oh, in that case—"

      She began to rise. Laughing, Bobby placed a hand on her wrist, and she sat. His fingers lingered on her skin. When they retreated, she was sorry to watch them go.

      Eyes back on her menu, Abbie said, "I have to say, I still think this is a bad idea."

      Also looking at his menu, Bobby nodded in what he probably thought was a sage manner. The smile ruined the effect.

      "Yeah?" he said. "Why's that?"

      "Tonight is my last night in town. After that, you'll never see me again."

      "Why not?"

      "What do you mean?"

      Bobby looked up from his menu. "Your home, is it in this country?"

      An interesting question. But the answer was, technically, "Yes."

      Bobby shrugged. "Country's not that big."

      Abbie started to respond, but the waiter arrived with a notepad, a pen, and an inviting smile.

      "Can I get you anything to drink?"

      "What do you reckon?" said Bobby. "Share a bottle of wine with me?"

      "I don't drink when I'm—" Abbie stopped herself. She couldn't say she never drank when on a job because Bobby didn't know she was on a job.

      "When you're what?"

      "At the weekend," she said, which neither fit the end of her sentence nor made any sense.

      "A weekday drinker?" he said. "You're an unusual girl. Will you make an exception, for me?"

      Making exceptions was a bad idea. Abbie was angry at Ben and had time to kill before meeting with Eddie. Hence the exception of being on a date at all. But drinking was different. It was a depressant. It would make her tired and sluggish. At that point, she wasn't lashing out at Ben—if ever she was—but she might well endanger Eddie. Who knew what might happen tonight. Abbie needed to be alert.

      "Americano," she said, pointing at the menu. "Black, strong. No milk, no sugar. Thank you."

      Rather than a bottle, Bobby ordered a glass of white wine, which indicated he would not try to persuade her to change her mind. As the waiter departed, Abbie apologised.

      "I'm not here to push you into anything," said Bobby. "You're reserved, I get that. You think this is a bad idea."

      Abbie didn't know what to say. It was nothing to do with him. But it was a bad idea. She couldn't explain why without seeming crazy.

      "You're not married, are you?" Bobby asked.

      Abbie shook her head. "No. Not married. Not in a relationship."

      "But there is something?"

      "Something. Lots of things. I'm damaged."

      "Aren't we all?"

      "Many, not all," Abbie said. "And few are as damaged as me."

      "Want to talk about it?"

      This would usually be a flat no. For some reason, the negative did not today come so easily. Abbie managed to shake her head, but in doing so convinced neither him nor her.

      "It's difficult," she said. "I'm rusty at this date thing."

      "I thought this wasn't a date?"

      "That's a good point."

      "If it were," mused Bobby, "I would have to confess to being as out of practice as you."

      "Unsurprising. Working two jobs can't leave much time for socialising.”

      "Oh, I don't know," said Bobby. "I get at least two hours a week where it's not work but play."

      "I hope you're not wasting this week's allocation on me."

      "Not wasting, no."

      Abbie smiled. "Make that judgement at the date's end."

      "I think I can call it now."

      "And I think," said Abbie, "I've decided what I want to eat."

      The waiter appeared at Bobby's shoulder to leave their drinks and take their orders. Two minutes later, he was gone, and Bobby was looking at his glass as though about to confess it was stolen.

      "I shouldn't have had alcohol. Poor form, as you're not."

      "No, no," said Abbie. "With so few hours earmarked for socialising, you must make the most of them. Kick back, have what you want."

      With a nod, Bobby took his glass and sipped. Abbie watched him. Waited. As he replaced his glass on the table, she straightened, leaned in a little.

      "If you don't mind me asking, why do you work so many hours? I assume it's necessity rather than desire?"

      "You assume right," he said. After that, he clammed up for a while. Long enough for Abbie to lean back and raise a hand.

      "You don't have to say. I didn't mean to pry."

      "I never talk about it," he said.

      "I know how that goes," said Abbie, thinking of her baby, of Violet, her brother.

      Bobby took some more of his drink, then shook his head. This time, he leaned forward.

      "You ever heard of that thing they used to do in the past?"

      "Hmm," said Abbie. "You may have to be more specific. Way I understand it, there have been at least ten years of past within which people have done upwards of, like, thirty things."

      "You're funny," said Bobby. "People ever tell you that?"

      "I tell myself all the time. People tend to throw things at me."

      "People are the worst."

      "Aren't they?"

      "Fine, more specific," said Bobby. "Doctors used to do this thing where they would cut open an ill person's arm, or leg, or whatever, and let them bleed because they thought the illness was in the blood, and it needed letting out. Like bleeding a radiator. You know what I mean?"

      "I know metaphors are at their most effective when their deliverer fully understands the thing they are using as a point of comparison."

      "How do you know I'm doing a metaphor?"

      “True,” said Abbie, "it's probably a simile."

      Sitting back, folding his arms, Bobby nodded. "Go on then."

      "Okay," said Abbie. "Bloodletting is the practice, via leeches or via a physician with a sharp tool, of drawing blood from a body to prevent or cure an illness. It was one of the most frequently used medical practices for thousands of years, right up to the 19th century, when it fell out of fashion, although it was still used as late as the 20th century in some places."

      "Impressive knowledge," said Bobby.

      Abbie shrugged. "When you spend most of your time alone, unburdened by family or friendship, you read a lot. When I'm not travelling, I can read a book a day, as many non-fiction as fiction. My knowledge retention is good, so I know a lot of stuff. Most of it useless, some of it not."

      This was all true. Abbie's permanent residence was a three-bedroom. The largest of these rooms she had converted into a library and stuffed with hundreds of books. When she was home, she read insatiably.  

      "I think that's the first real thing I've learned about you," said Bobby.

      This was probably true. Abbie spent her life shrouded in lies, and it had been many years since someone knew anything real about her. To avoid dwelling on it, Abbie said, "Your metaphor, or perhaps simile, is that by opening up with each other about our darkest truths, we are letting them off, the same way those doctors from years gone by would let off the blood of their patients. Bloodletting didn’t often work. Bad memory letting, you'd argue, does."

      "I'd certainly like to give it a try."

      "A wise person," said Abbie, "once invented the saying, A problem shared is a problem halved, so people like you didn't have to labour over such difficult similes."

      Leaning forward, Bobby said, "I think you were right."

      "About what?"

      "We shouldn't have come on this date."

      Bobby's smile made it seem as though he didn't mean this. Then again, a man who could maintain a near-permanent smile while working almost every hour of the week would probably smile at his grandmother's funeral, even while drying the tears from his eyes. 

      His laugh indicated he was joking, and Abbie laughed too. Then the mood turned solemn.

      "You really think me revealing my dark memories will make me feel better?" said Abbie

      Bobby tilted his head this way and that, so-so. "I think if it's true we'll never see each other again, and you find it as easy to talk to me as I to you, what better person could there be on which to unburden oneself?"

      Abbie considered. Then said, "I might say as I don't often date, as I get on with you, I want this to be a pure, beautiful experience."

      "How can anything be pure when such dark secrets hang over our heads like poisonous rain clouds?"

      "How poetic," said Abbie. "If you have time for a third job, you should consider writing greeting cards."

      "You know you use humour as a defence mechanism?"

      "Well, it was that or this knife," said Abbie, lifting it from the table, "but I'm loathe to ruin this fine table linen with your blood."

      He raised his eyebrows, though his smile had become a smirk.

      "Okay, okay, I'm proving your point," she said.

      Abbie's coffee was no longer hot, now warm. She took a few gulps. Coffee left to go cold was vile, and Abbie was keen to avoid the experience.

      "My past might just scare you away."

      Bobby placed his hands on the table, one over the over. 

      "You don't have to tell me anything," he said. "I'll still open up to you. If you want."

      Abbie considered. There was no escaping the past. No forgetting it. Every day it haunted Abbie, tore at her insides. How long had it been since her last emotional bloodletting? How long since she let it out? Had she ever? Even with Bobby, she could not release it all, but some of it? How long since she'd felt a connection like this? It didn't change anything. She was still leaving town tomorrow and would never see him again, so why not open up?

      She lay her hands on the table, as had he. Placed one over the other, as had he. She edged them forward until they were close to the table's centre. He did the same. So the tips of their fingers were only an inch apart.

      Because there was no other way to do it, Abbie went direct to her trauma. While she spoke, she looked at the clean white linen because she could not bear to meet Bobby's eye.

      "When I was sixteen, my brother savagely beat and permanently disabled a guy who was almost a cliche in his popularity. Handsome, smart, good at sports, funny, rich. Everybody loved Harry. He was so well-liked it was almost a blessing that Paul, my brother, was arrested within hours of the attack. If he hadn't landed behind bars, an angry mob might have chased him as though he were Frankenstein's monster. Public execution would not have been out of the question."

      Already feeling her chest constrict, Abbie removed her upper hand from the lower and took her coffee, drank over half of what remained, and placed it down before replacing the hand from where she had taken it.

      "After my brother's arrest," she continued, "my mother cornered me in our dining room, grabbed my jaw and slammed me against a wall. Through tears, she made it clear my brother was in jail because I was a slut. Because I had disobeyed her and had failed to keep my legs closed. She wasn't entirely wrong. I was no slut, but it was my fault. Six days previously, I had snuck out of my room on my sixteenth birthday to attend a party. My mother had forbidden me to go, but that was out of the question. After all, my invite had been personally delivered by the most popular boy in school."

      Bobby’s hands were still stacked. Abbie noticed the way his skin stretched as one hand squeezed the other. As though they were doing battle, and the hand on top had the upper hand. No pun intended. 

      Abbie watched those hands as she continued. "When I arrived, Harry offered me a drink. I wasn't sure about alcohol, being a timid, quiet girl, but he convinced me to have just one. One was enough because he’d slipped something into the cup. The rest of the night is blurry. I know for sure that Harry raped me but couldn't tell you how many of his friends also had a go. I believe it was between two and six."

      Bobby couldn't stop himself. His hands came from the table to his mouth. There were tears in his eyes. 

      The smile was gone.

      "When, the next day, I told my family what had happened, my sister gave me a hug. She was only thirteen, but she alone gave me what I truly needed. My father couldn't look at me. In silence, he left the room. My mother made her feelings clear. She didn't believe Harry had drugged me. She told me this was what happened when I disobeyed my parents and went drinking. When I spread my legs for any boy who smiled at me. By this point, Paul had also left. Unlike my father, he didn't go upstairs to listen to his music but ran off to find the boys who had hurt me. He was due to go to university that summer to study Mathematics. Thirteen years later, he's still in prison."

      Abbie stopped. Dried her eyes. She had intended to go further. To talk about the pregnancy one of her rapists had gifted her that night. How, despite its origins, that baby had given her hope in those dark days. At least until it was taken from her.

      If she could have got past the loss of her baby, she might have gone further, to Violet's death and to Abbie's final, awful confrontation with her mother. 

      But she couldn't. Not today. Maybe not ever.

      Taking his hands from his face, Bobby placed them atop hers. Though there were tears in his eyes, he forced himself to look at her. 

      "I'm so sorry."

      "For what?" said Abbie. "This happened so long ago. You're right. I never talk about it. I deal with it as best I can, but it's always there. For so long, it consumed me. Harry was disabled, but the rest escaped punishment. No one believed me. There was no jail time."

      "So they got away with it?"

      "I kept tabs on the guys I knew or suspected were involved that night. None of them has since hurt another girl or anyone else."

      This was true but omitted essential facts. Purposely, Abbie had obscured how obsessive she had been about tracking the guys. And while it was honest to say none of them had hurt anyone after Abbie, it left out the fact that two had tried. But Abbie had been there. Abbie had made sure neither would have the opportunity to hurt anyone else. After her intervention, that was two men she could stop surveilling.

      Ben had found her after her collision with the first of these two men. He had helped her deal with the second. He had not always been averse to helping anyone beyond the scope of Abbie’s prophetic dreams.

      Bobby didn't release her hands. There was a flicker of something in his eye that indicated Bobby sensed some of what Abbie had left unsaid. The flicker reminded Abbie why there could be only one date. They got on well. Bobby believed he could see into her soul, but he was missing so much. If Abbie got back her black book from Travis, and if she showed it to Bobby, if she explained to him what the names meant, he would not want another date. He would run screaming and pray to never meet Abbie again.

      For now, Bobby was enjoying their date. He was willing to let the darker stuff go. And, of course, he had to uphold his end of the bargain.

      To him, Abbie said, "I think it's your turn."
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      The food arrived and proved to be delicious from the first bite. Abbie made all the right noises. It took Bobby longer to get into his because it was taking him longer to get over Abbie’s story. It wasn’t his tragedy, of course. He had never been raped, and his brother was not in prison for battery with the intent to kill, or whatever the charge had been. On the other hand, Abbie had had longer to deal with the pain, so she gave him some time.

      Halfway through dinner, after some idle chat about nonsense topics, Bobby said at last, “I feel silly telling you about my problems now. If your tragedy was a city levelling earthquake, mine is a missed step.”

      “Our demons are personal. It’s not a competition,” said Abbie. “Besides, your problems are current, mine from years ago. You get bonus points for that.”

      This coaxed back the smile she feared she had driven away for the evening. Imagine being able to smile through countless shifts at Perfect Chicken and one date with Abbie knocked it off for good? That would have been humiliating.

      “It’s fairly straightforward,” he said.

      Abbie took another bite of her delicious meal. She gave no further encouragement. Waited for him to find the strength to talk.

      “Okay, it’s like this,” he said. “Coming up to the autumn before last, my father was made redundant. At this point, we were a happy family: my father and mother, me, and my two much younger siblings. Afraid to destroy this harmony, my father made the cardinal error of not revealing to anyone, including my mother, his redundancy. Instead, he pretended to go to work while job hunting, sure he would not long be unemployed.”

      Bobby took a bite of his food. Took far longer chewing than was needed. Abbie said nothing; he had to tell the story his way.

      “He was wrong,” said Bobby. “After three months, not only had he not found a job, but the family savings were almost depleted. My mother could not much longer be kept in the dark. At this point, he realised he should have told her of his redundancy the day it happened. It was too late for that. He still would have been better owning up then, even after three months of deceit, but he convinced himself this was impossible. She would leave him and take his children if he was honest. He had to fix this alone. To do that, his only option was to make a lot of money and make it fast. But as you probably know, for most people, there’s only one way to make fast money, and that’s via dishonest means.”

      A chill chased up Abbie’s spine. She thought of Michael’s mother with her drugs and her loan sharks; Eddie, with the debt left by his brother’s theft. She thought, Here we go again. But this was Bobby’s story, so she kept her mouth shut and waited.

      “To top up the savings and tide him over until he found a job, dad visited one of Francis Roberts’ loan sharks and from the shark borrowed twenty-five grand. This was the perfect solution, he told himself, because it ensured my mother never had to learn of his deception, and paying back the shark would be no problem because he was days from finding a job. Except, of course, he wasn’t. Still, the job didn’t come. Now, my father was paying back the money he’d borrowed with the money he’d borrowed, but interest meant the same cash wouldn’t cover it. He should have given the whole lot back as soon as it became clear he wasn’t going to get a job anytime soon. That still would have left him in the hole, but nowhere near as bad as if he paid it back piecemeal. That’s obvious from an outsider’s point of view and obvious to my father now, via hindsight. But amid this crisis, enveloped by self-delusion, my father convinced himself he could still make this work.”

      Abbie finished her coffee. She wanted another drink but was enraptured and horrified by the story, so she made no move to gain the waiter’s attention. Because the food was delicious, and she wanted to enjoy it closer to hot than cold, she forced herself to eat even as Bobby continued, though she found it difficult to focus on anything but his narrative.

      “The borrowed money soon ran out,” said Bobby. “Twenty-five grand gone, but because of interest repayments, he still owes the sharks twenty, even though most of the twenty-five grand went back to them. They won’t lend him anymore, and they make it abundantly clear if he doesn’t keep up with the repayments, they’ll be visiting our home, stripping our possessions in place of repayments. And how will my father keep what he’s done from my mother then? He won’t be able to. On the cusp of losing everything, he resorts to desperate measures.”

      Abbie had her hand around her fork. Upon the fork was a bite of food. The fork hung in mid-air, halfway between her mouth and the plate. Noticing this, Abbie took the bite and replaced the fork. She didn’t take another as Bobby forced himself to continue.

      “By this point, dad had ingratiated himself in the criminal underworld. Stupidly, he trusted a member of Francis’ inner circle. Together they hatched a plan. This inner circle member would reveal to my father a night when one of Francis’ night clubs would contain a lump sum of cash. Idiotically, thinking this was his only option, my father jumped at the chance and one night stole from Francis sixty grand, thirty of which he gave to Francis’ lieutenant, the other thirty he used to pay off the loan sharks. For a week, everything seemed perfect. Then, one day, Francis turned up at our door armed with a smug smile and some incriminating CCTV footage.”

      Abbie could not help but groan. How desperation made people stupid. It should have been easy not to feel sympathetic for a man who had been so careless. Perhaps because of Bobby, Abbie none the less felt sorry for the father.

      “Francis kept it simple,” said Bobby. “He had reclaimed the first thirty grand and dealt with, his words, the traitorous lieutenant. My father had given his half of the money to the loan sharks, so he could not pay it back. Francis said dad now owed him forty grand, ten for the inconvenience. If he paid it back by the end of the year, forty was all he would need to pay. But on midnight on the 31st, as December became January of last year, the amount would go up by twenty grand. The same rules would apply the next year, which is the year just gone, and the year after that, which is this year, and so on. Francis laid out these terms then left.”

      If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. A sensible saying Francis had clearly taken to heart when it came to reclaiming money from those who had robbed him. With Eddie, who had stolen nothing from Francis and was only inheriting his brother's debt, Francis had been more lenient. There would be no lump sum added to the debt immediately, and while the amount owed would increase each year, it would do so only by ten rather than twenty grand.

      On the stupidity of those foolish enough to try and play him, Francis merely increased the size of his fortune. In the end, the house always wins.

      “My mum moved out,” said Bobby. “Took my little brothers and begged me to come too. She didn’t want me to get in trouble. But I couldn’t leave dad, no matter what he’d done. She divorced him. We sold the house, and she took half the profit. The fifteen grand my father earned from the sale, plus the money we were able to earn that didn’t go on bills or rent the rest of the year equalled thirty k, all of which went to Francis. When midnight struck on New Year’s Eve, people celebrated and kissed and laughed and drank while my father and I watched the debt we had reduced to ten grand climb to thirty. Last year, we put everything we had into paying off the lot. Between us, we were able to raise twenty-five grand—an incredible amount. We should have been relieved, but it was worse than ever. Two weeks ago, when the fireworks and bells indicated 2020 and become 2021, our debt moved from five grand to twenty-five. We almost killed ourselves earning that amount last year, now we have to do it again. If we’re even a pound out, we face another year of misery.”

      Bobby fell back. Abbie had thought it incredible he could work two jobs, one of them in a place like Perfect Chicken, and still retain that smile. That he retained it in those jobs and under the weight of his father’s crippling debt was nothing short of miraculous.

      But retelling and reliving the story of his father’s downfall had defeated the smile in the same way as had Abbie’s. Had the emotional bloodletting really been freeing? Or had it broken their already cracked spirits?

      As though in answer to this question, Bobby reached across the table, took Abbie’s hands, and squeezed. Meeting her eye, he pushed the smile back onto his face. At first, it was a mere shadow of his usual smile and forced. The longer he held her hand and her eye, the stronger and more genuine the smile became.

      “I’m glad I told you,” he said. “Hurts like hell to say it, but it’s good having it out there.”

      “Yeah,” said Abbie, “it is.”

      Somehow, she found a way to smile. Beneath whatever happiness she was able to paste upon her face, a rage swirled, and the name Francis burned in neon lights through her mind, taunting her.

      She thought of Eddie and his brother, Michael and his mother, Bobby and his father. She thought of Francis’ ever-increasing wealth.

      Before her head could explode, Abbie retracted her hands from Bobby’s and took up her cutlery.

      “Come on,” she said. “Hard part’s over. Let’s enjoy the date.”
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      Dinner was sumptuous, dessert divine. With the latter, Bobby and Abbie ordered a double espresso each, and they remained half an hour after they had finished eating and drinking, chatting, getting on, being normal.

      Somehow, they managed to push the darkness to one side and to enjoy each other’s company. Though it was always there, Abbie still had one of her best evenings in a long time.

      At the end of the meal, Bobby tried to insist on paying but backed down when he heard the hardness in Abbie’s tone and saw it in her eyes.

      She did allow him to walk her back to the hotel. As they walked, they held hands, and the conversation continued to flow. Still, it was easy, but something hung over them. Something like those poisonous clouds about which Abbie had earlier teased Bobby. It was the cool of the air. It Brought the heat of Abbie’s fury into sharp focus. She knew Bobby had noticed. Thought he would mention it as soon as they reached the hotel’s front door.

      Instead, he kissed her. Only after thirty seconds of perfect bliss, somehow removed from the cold realities of life, did he ask the question.

      “Since I told you the story of my father, and why I work so much, your mind has been churning. Why do I get the feeling you’re plotting?”

      Abbie considered lying. She liked Bobby. The kiss had made her weak at the knees, and she was not used to feeling that way. After all, this wasn’t a romantic film. Not even a rom-com. She couldn’t bear the thought of the enamoured look in Bobby’s eyes changing.

      Neither could she keep the truth from him.

      “My life was crippled by the events that took place in the last years of my adolescence,” she said. “Any chance I had of an ordinary existence went out the window. Since then, I have lived a life of penance. Over the years, I’ve grown used to it.”

      “Abbie, that’s—“

      “No, please don’t,” she said. “Let me talk.”

      He nodded, and he let her go on.

      “I’ve come to this town and seen multiple people stuck in the centre of moments like those I was in all the years ago. A life has already been lost. Several more hang in the balance. But it’s not too late. For most of you, your lives could still be repaired. No one has to end up like me.”

      Bobby stared at her. He didn’t understand but was smart enough not to interrupt. Knowing he soon might not want want to make physical contact with her again, knowing she might soon repel him, Abbie took Bobby’s hands and kissed him once more on the lips.

      “Lives and futures hang in the balance,” said Abbie. “And at the centre of the darkness that threatens to destroy multiple people is Francis. He’s taken control of this town. For personal gain, he bleeds it dry, destroying souls and obliterating families so his bank balance might continue to grow.”

      Unable to stop herself, Abbie kissed Bobby again. Perhaps it would be the last time. When she pulled away, she met his eye. Bobby held her gaze for a couple of seconds, then looked away. Something he’d seen in her eyes had frightened him. Maybe it was the rage, maybe the single-minded determination.

      “No more good lives will be destroyed,” said Abbie. “Francis won’t get away with this any longer.”

      Bobby forced himself to look back at Abbie. He squeezed her hands. Kissed her.

      “I know you care,” he said. “I love that you care. But I don’t want you to get hurt over this.”

      “And I won’t,” said Abbie without hesitation and with no hint of caution. “Only a few will end up hurt over this. That’s Francis and anyone who chooses to stand with him.”

      She released Bobby’s hands. Stepped back.

      “I’m going to destroy them all.”
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      Before Bobby could say much more, Abbie kissed him again, told him she’d had a wonderful time, and disappeared into the hotel.

      Behind the desk stood Glenda. From the same place she had produced Abbie’s bag, she withdrew a brown package.

      “Bike messenger dropped this off,” she said. “Never took off his helmet, never said a word. So rude.”

      Abbie thanked Glenda but did not stop to discuss the decline of manners in the courier profession. In her room, she opened the package and dropped onto the bed a new phone.

      Ben might have been an arsehole, but he was incredibly efficient. 

      With the phone came a SIM, but when Abbie retrieved and opened the handset she had earlier destroyed, she found the old one undamaged, so slotted this in before turning on the device.

      As the phone came to life, Abbie dropped it onto the bed. Her hands were trembling, her mind a tornado of different thoughts.

      Over the last few years, while working with the support of Ben’s mysterious organisation, Abbie believed she had developed a skill for emotional detachment. She breezed through towns and cities she had never before visited, ingratiated herself with the people who mattered to the mission on which she was working. Tried to save a life. More often than not, she succeeded. Sometimes, she didn’t. Either way, Abbie managed to leave whatever place she had entered without feeling as though the job had taken an emotional toll.

      This time was different. At first, Abbie told herself she didn’t know why, but it was pretty straightforward. This town had offered her the perfect storm of emotional pressure points. The pregnant wife, who had previously miscarried and was at any moment ready to give birth to her first child; the teenager with the troubled life who was the same age as had Violet been when she died; and the first man in years to get under Abbie’s skin and make her suffer romantic feeling, from which she had for so long believed herself immune.

      And of course, there was Francis, who she had not met but who polluted the town he dominated in the same way as Harry’s father had polluted the town in which Abbie had been born and raised. That vindictive bastard had not taken kindly to Abbie’s interference in his affairs. And Abbie imagined when she finally came face to face with Francis, their meeting would be as brutal as had been her final confrontation with Harry’s father, Ian, all those years ago.

      On the bed, Abbie’s new phone buzzed with a text that had arrived between her smashing the old phone and turning on the new.

      Having opened up to Bobby over dinner, Abbie now felt the memories of her past pressing upon her. If she didn’t find some way to distract herself, the weight of them would crush her as surely as would a cement mixer.

      Batting away the questions (how long has it been since you’ve visited Paul? What about your sister’s grave? You’re all they’ve got), Abbie went to the bed and collected the phone. She knew the message would not be from Ben. That meant it could be from only one person.

      It read: Jus took some desprate bitch to bed. So keen to plz. Kind of limp + useless though. I spent the hole time thinkin of u bby. Still aint had my pic though. Wud have been so much better if I had. Better send it by midnite if u dont want the book falling into the rong hands

      Abbie replaced the phone on the bed and walked to the opposite wall. Placing her hands on the cool surface, she took three long, deep breaths, then returned to the bed, collected the phone, and reread the message. 

      At least both the content and the appalling spelling and grammar provided sufficient distractions from her internal turmoil.

      It also gave her something to do. 

      The time was 21.34. Abbie wasn’t due to meet Eddie for almost two and a half hours. So while it was annoying she had the Travis distraction when she wanted to focus on Francis, the truth was she would have had nothing to do for the next couple of hours anyway. She couldn’t sleep. Her only option would have been to lie in bed and relive her past, interspersed with thoughts of Bobby, that kiss, and the people she might fail if she could not stop Francis.

      Now all her thoughts became a single dart, and Travis was the board at which they flew. Earlier, she had feared her chances of locating Travis and reclaiming her black book were slim to none. Having been attacked at his home, Travis would not be quick to return there, and Abbie knew neither he nor this town well enough to guess where he might hide. Her best option, then, had seemed to be to entice Travis somewhere where she could force him to give up the book.

      This would be difficult. Until Abbie sent the nude, which was never going to happen, Travis wouldn’t agree to meet. Even if he did, it would be somewhere public and torturing someone for information was easier in a disused warehouse than it was a Starbucks. She assumed.

      Had Travis stuck to brief texts, Abbie would be no closer to finding him. If he had asked again for the nude and threatened to give up the book if she didn’t deliver, she would have been stumped.

      Being a vindictive kid, Travis had instead tried to taunt her with talk of the, in his words, desperate bitch, keen to please.

      Travis would have no compunction lying, but nor did Abbie believe he was particularly imaginative. There was every chance this poor girl existed—someone devoted to him. Someone Travis knew would let him stay with her, as long as he needed, even if it put her in danger.

      Remembering her own words in Perfect Chicken, Abbie went for her phone. Earlier, before she had visited Travis the first time, Michael had told Abbie his number, and she had memorised it. Something for which she had a particular talent. Now she typed it in, held the phone to her ear, and waited for Michael to answer.

      When he did, Abbie wasted no time on pleasantries or small talk.

      “Earlier, At Travis’ house, I saved him from execution at the hands of Francis’ men.”

      “Oh my God,” said Michael. “What about the bag?”

      “While I was saving his life, he was fleeing with the bag Francis wants, and my bag too. Now he’s in hiding.”

      “If you think I know where he is,” said Michael. “I haven’t spoken to him. I’ve been avoiding him like you said, and he hasn’t tried to call.”

      “I believe you,” said Abbie. “But I still think you can help.”

      “How?”

      “I need you to tell me where Clarissa lives.”
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      Ten minutes after her call with Michael, Abbie swung down a street of rundown three-storey terrace houses, each of which the landlords had converted into two flats.

      Upon their first meeting, Abbie had deduced Michael fancied Clarissa and therefore expected him to be difficult about handing over her address. If not difficult, he would at least demand Abbie never mention his involvement to either Clarissa or Travis.

      Mostly, people are predictable. Sometimes, they can surprise you.

      Halfway down the street, Michael waited at the end of a cracked and weed invaded drive, sitting against the rusted bumper of a car that looked as though it hadn’t moved since before he was born. Before Abbie had pulled to a complete stop, Michael was opening the door and jumping in. Then they were off.

      By way of greeting, Abbie said, “I still think this is a bad idea.”

      “It’s good to see you again,” said Michael.

      “This girl is never going to sleep with you if she thinks you’re a grass.”

      “If she really is with Travis, after the danger he’s put us in, that’s probably for the best.”

      Abbie looked at Michael, shook her head. “Stop being so mature.”

      Michael smiled and turned away, looking out the window. No chance did Abbie want him there, but what choice did she have? If she didn’t pick him up, he wasn’t going to give her Clarissa’s address. Still thinking of his mother, Michael wanted to help.

      At the end of the grubby street, they reached a T-Junction. Abbie said,

      “Okay, where next?”

      Michael told her.
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      As though they were some bizarre, human version of the three bears from the Goldilocks story, Clarissa’s house fell somewhere between the squalor of Michael’s and the luxury of Travis’. The three-bed terrace reminded Abbie of Eddie’s and Jess’ place. And it was nice to see the teenage trio embracing variety when it came to income. Even if not in the racial makeup of their little gang.

      ”Parents’ car’s there,” said Abbie, pointing.

      “I told you,” said Michael. “They’ll be at the pub. They’re always at the pub. It’s only down the road.”

      Michael made to get out. Before he could take the door handle, Abbie grabbed his wrist.

      “I appreciate you think you can help, but I don’t know how much your friendship will be worth here. You have to understand; if you can’t get Travis to give me what I want, I’ll have to find another way.”

      Michael looked from the car window to Abbie. Seemed to flinch at her stony eyes. She hated that reaction, though she was getting so used to it.

      “Will you hurt him?”

      “Define hurt.”

      “Like, will you beat him up?”

      “No,” said Abbie. “He’s a kid, as far as I’m concerned. If he really winds me up, I might struggle to resist giving him a slap, but I won’t break any bones or draw any blood.”

      “Okay then.”

      Still, Abbie held Michael’s wrist.

      “There are more and deeper ways to hurt a person than physically.”

      Again, Michael met Abbie’s eye. The hardness still scared him, but he understood. Young as Michael was, the teen had already experienced much suffering. His father’s abandonment, his mother’s addiction, the loan sharks who threatened to rip away what little he had. Michael knew the power non-physical pain had to break a person. Therefore, he had to consider.

      At last, he said, “Travis let us down and put us in danger when he refused to give that bag to Francis, and then he stole your bag after you saved his life. He needs to learn a lesson. Let’s go.”

      This time she let his wrist slip from her hand and allowed him to pull open the door and step outside. Leaving the car, she followed him down the drive. Before she reached the front stoop, Michael had knocked, and someone was already moving inside.

      “Let me do the talking,” he said, as though he were in charge. Abbie gave him a look that displayed her disapproval, then shrugged.

      “The floor is yours.”

      No glass in this door, frosted or otherwise. Abbie and Michael could not see who was coming but could hear feet down the stairs, a hand removing the chain, the latch flicking back, and the handle turning. Then the door was swinging open, and Clarissa was revealed.

      “Hey, Riss,” said Michael. “Can we come in?”

      Clarissa’s eyes flashed to Michael as he spoke, then moved to Abbie before widening in horror.

      She slammed the door.

      Or tried. Abbie managed simultaneously to direct a pointed look at Michael and catch the door with a palm. This was impressive, though Michael showed no signs of awe.

      Weakened by grief, Eddie had stood no chance of slamming the door in Abbie’s face when she had earlier prevented him from doing what Clarissa was now attempting. Clarissa wasn’t grieving but apparently had no upper body strength. With ease, Abbie was able to open the door, even as Clarissa, with all her might, tried to prevent the older woman’s entry.

      “Breaking and entering,” the mouse that was Clarissa squealed as Abbie crossed the threshold. Though Abbie had only eased the door open, Clarissa had collapsed to the floor as though Abbie had used a battering ram.

      When Michael entered, Clarissa turned his way. The squeak vanished from her voice.

      “You piece of shit.”

      “Play nice,” said Abbie. “Or don’t, but either way, tell me where I can find Travis.”

      “He’s not here,” said Clarissa, as her eyes flicked to the stairs.

      “Fine,” said Abbie. She turned as though to leave, spun 180 on her heel, and rushed up the stairs.

      From the bottom, Clarissa shrieked, “She’s coming. Run, baby, run.”

      At the peak of the staircase, a short landing. Had Travis remained still, Abbie would have had no idea where to go. All the doors were closed. But hearing Clarissa’s call, Travis scrambled to escape, and Abbie heard behind which door he moved.

      Throwing open the door, she burst into Clarissa’s bedroom. Wearing only boxers and a half-buttoned shirt, Travis was opening the window and trying to climb through. Over his shoulder was an expensive black bag that did not suit him.

      “Idiot,” muttered Abbie. Crossing the room, she grabbed him by shirt and shoulder and hauled him back.

      With a baby’s cry, he tumbled, fell, smacked the ground, and his head bounced off a thick rug. As though that rug was uneven concrete, Travis yelled in pain.

      More footsteps, rushing up the stairs. A few moments later, Clarissa entered the room to see Abbie standing over Travis.

      “Get away from him,” she said. There were tears in her eyes, and she was brandishing a cushion.

      “I hope you’re not planning to smother me,” said Abbie.

      Clarissa went to Travis, who rose as she arrived as though operated by a counterweight. Hate burning in his eyes, Travis pointed at the black bag.

      “You better give that back, bitch. It’s mine.”

      “Is it, though?” said Abbie. “Does it not belong to Leona? Francis might have a claim because he paid you to steal it, but in no world is it yours.”

      There was a silver clasp at the top. As Abbie popped it open, Travis stepped forward and lashed out with a fist which Abbie blocked. Raising a foot, she kicked him to the rug.

      “You really are an idiot,” she said. A quick peek in the bag told her the black book wasn’t there. She could see only a phone, a purse, some coins, and a folded piece of card. “Where’s my book?”

      As she spoke, Michael appeared in the doorway. Travis turned as the door opened. Shock spread across his features, and again he resorted to that pathetic pointing finger.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Clarissa had one hand on Travis’ chest, the other on his leg. Still weeping, she pressed her head into Travis’ shoulder.

      “He betrayed us, Trav. We should never have trusted him.”

      Abbie looked at Michael. “You never told me they were into their amateur dramatics. Emphasis on amateur.”

      “Screw you,” said Clarissa, then gave a squeal as Travis shoved her away, and she tumbled to the floor. Rising, Travis puffed out his chest. What little of it there was, anyway. Ignoring him, Abbie turned to Clarissa.

      “Young lady, you must find a way to see sense. Do you know what he texted me earlier? Right after he slept with you?”

      Abbie looked at Travis to see what effect her words were having. Travis only smiled. His eyes gleamed. What a lot of fun this was, he was thinking. Perhaps this was even how he dreamed it. Abbie would find him and try to reclaim the items he had stolen. They would scrap, and he would pin her down, at which point she would succumb to his animal magnetism.

      It was a repulsive thought. Abbie wished it would go away.

      “Yes,” said Clarissa. “Trav tells me everything. He texted because you were ignoring our demands. We needed to warn you if you didn’t give us what we wanted, the book would go to the wrong kinds of people.”

      Abbie shook her head. The poor girl had no idea. Regurgitating the few tidbits of information Travis had fed her.

      In the doorway, Michael stood quiet, contemplating. Occasionally he looked to Clarissa, but there was no compassion in his eyes. It was like he was seeing her for the first time.

      Abbie said, “Fine. I’ll pay up, then you can give me my property.”

      Clarissa rose to her knees, shuffled forward. Like an obedient puppy, she went to nuzzle Travis’ palm, but Travis jerked away. After Abbie’s date, she had changed into her new jeans, boots, and top. The top was tighter than the dress but not so tight as had been the top on which Kline and Ronson had rudely bled. Reaching in, she began fiddling, struggling.

      “What are you doing?” said Clarissa.

      “Taking off my bra,” said Abbie, as though this was obvious.

      Travis’ eyes lit up.

      “Why?” said Clarissa. Now the girl got to her feet and stood shoulder to shoulder with the boy to whom she was devoted and who held her in nothing but contempt.

      Abbie paused. “You wanted me to pay up. That’s what I’m doing. Actually, could you take the picture? Reason I’ve held out was fear that, in taking it myself, I wouldn’t do the goods justice, if you know what I mean. You’ll get a shot of which I can be proud. I know you will.”

      Unlocking the phone, she passed it to Clarissa, then reached for the hem of her top and prepared to pull it over her head.

      “Wait, I don’t understand,” said Clarissa.

      “Was this not what you wanted?” said Abbie. “This is what Travis’ text specified.”

      “No,” said Clarissa. “No. Five grand. By the end of the day.”

      Abbie feigned confusion. “Well, this is embarrassing. Did I misunderstand? The text icon is in the bottom left there, maybe if you click it and check the request. Tell me how I misunderstood. Oh, I’m so flustered and frustrated with myself. What a fool I’ve been.”

      As Clarissa looked at the bottom of the screen on the phone Abbie had handed her, Travis realised what was happening. He put a hand on her wrist, then tried to take the phone.

      “Ignore that,” he said, but Clarissa jerked away. When Travis tried to follow, Abbie grabbed his arm to halt his progress.

      On the phone, Clarissa’s hands were shaking. The texts had been stored on the sim, so Clarissa had both the original ask for the nude and the derogatory comments the boy she loved had made about her. As she reached the end, tears sprung into her eyes.

      Abbie released Travis and adjusted her bra, which had shifted into an uncomfortable position while she was engaging in her own bit of amateur dramatics.

      The phone slipped from Clarissa’s hands.

      Travis approached her.

      “Babe, it’s a bit of—“

      A knee to the groin crushed the end of the sentence and caused Travis’ lungs to evacuate. Gasping, eyes bulging, Travis went to ground, curling into the foetal position as he put his hands between his legs.

      “You shit,’ said Clarissa.

      “Good connection,” said Abbie, collecting her phone from the floor. Luckily, the drop hadn’t damaged it. Abbie couldn’t have faced asking Ben for a second new phone in a day. “Where’s my book?”

      Clarissa looked at Abbie with wide eyes that appeared to belong in a girl far younger than sixteen. Abbie allowed her a moment. The girl turned and went to the bed, lifting the mattress to reveal the little black book.

      “I didn’t look in it,” she said, handing it over. “Travis wouldn’t let me. I promise I had no idea what he’d asked of you. I swear.”

      “I believe you, sweetheart,” said Abbie. “You just thought he was trying to rob me, which is comforting.”

      Clarissa’s face flushed red, and she looked at the ground. She didn’t try to explain away her indefensible actions. That was something, at least.

      As Abbie slipped the book back into her drawstring bag, Michael stepped into the room. After a glance at the still groaning Travis, he turned his attention to the black bag which Abbie had already claimed and which now hung off her wrist.

      “So what now?” he asked. “We give that to Francis?”

      “I’d quite like to know why he wanted it,” said Abbie. Then, to Clarissa, “Did Travis work that out?”

      “He said it would be the phone, but he didn’t look inside. I think he was afraid.”

      “What did he think; there might a ghost in here?”

      No answer. Abbie again unclasped the bag, but this time removed the phone. It would probably be locked. Abbie would never know because it had also run out of battery. It was an iPhone, and there was bound to be an iPhone charger around. Before Abbie asked for one (on the off chance the phone wasn’t locked), she took out the purse and card.

      In the purse, there was nothing but bank cards Leona would by now have cancelled and ten pounds in cash. Despite the smaller amount, Abbie was interested to see Travis hadn’t pinched the note. This indicated Clarissa hadn’t been lying and hadn’t been lied to; Travis hadn’t opened the bag.

      From the floor, Travis grabbed the foot of the bed and dragged himself to feet. Still pale, still in pain, he was now taking deep breaths to try and calm himself.

      “Bitch,” he said to Clarissa. “You’re shit in bed. You’re a waste of space. You’re—“

      Michael punched Travis in the face, causing the ringleader to stumble.

      Ignoring the scuffle, Abbie replaced the purse in the bag, kept the phone in her hand, and unfolded the piece of card as Travis turned on Michael, only for Clarissa to punch him in the throat.

      While Travis gagged, Abbie turned the unfolded card towards the three teens.

      “I think we know what Francis wanted.”

      Three sets of eyes turned her way. Travis looked stunned. Clarissa gasped.

      Michael said, “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah,” said Abbie. “I think that about sums it up.”
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      With both great satisfaction and Clarissa’s blessing, Abbie dragged Travis downstairs and hurled him out the front door.

      Immediately, he was standing, his face contorted in rage. He took two steps towards the house and stopped dead when Abbie stepped out the front door.

      “I know you were busy fleeing like a coward, stealing my stuff,” said Abbie, “but you must have taken note of at least some of my fight with Ronson and Kline. Did you stay long enough to see me knock them both out cold? How much trouble do you think a weedy little teen like you will pose when I’ve already proven I can take out those two muscle-for-hires?”

      For a few seconds, Travis was trapped. As a teenager who craved being the centre of attention and needed to be seen as a big deal, humiliation frightened him far more than did the threat of pain. To be seen running from a girl was humiliating. But was it more or less humiliating than trying to take the woman on and losing in an embarrassing amount of time? That was the decision Travis was trying to make.

      To help him, Abbie took a step forward.

      Travis bolted.

      Abbie returned to the house. Clarissa and Michael were at the bottom of the stairs. Still sobbing, Clarissa moved to Michael as Abbie entered.

      “I’m so sorry, Mike,” she said. “I shouldn’t have let him in. I should never have chosen him. I—“

      Clarissa had taken Michael’s arm. He shook her off as Travis had earlier shaken her off. Without a word, he walked out the door and didn’t look back.

      As though she had to be clinging to something or she would surely fall, Clarissa grabbed the end post of the bannister at the foot of the stairs. Abbie watched her cling to it and tried not to hate the girl. After all, had Abbie not once upon a time been a little like that?

      “Travis will return,” Abbie said. “He needs to be adored, and despite the texts and all that abuse you hurled, he’ll see you as an easy target. I hope you prove him wrong.”

      “I will,” said Clarissa. “I promise I will.”

      “Make the promise to yourself, not me.”

      “Yes. Okay. Yes.”

      Abbie turned, ready to walk out the door and close it behind her. Before she reached the front step, Clarissa called her back.

      “Do you think Michael will ever forgive me? What can I do to make him not hate me?”

      Abbie paused in the doorway. Considered walking away. Something made her turn back, walk across the hall, and lay her hands on Clarissa’s.

      Those big, doe eyes looked into Abbie’s face.

      “Forget about Michael,” said Abbie. “Know what the best thing you can do for yourself is?”

      Clarissa shook her head. Abbie wrapped her hands around Clarissa’s hands and gently lifted them from the bannister post. When she released the girl, Clarissa wobbled like Bambi taking his first steps.

      “Learn to stand on your own two feet,” said Abbie. “Learn how to enjoy your own company. You don’t have to be a loner. In fact, you shouldn’t be a loner. But if you can learn to feel comfortable in your own company and learn to like yourself as a person, you’ll find it much easier to discern which people are worth your time as friends and lovers, and you’ll better understand why you deserve to be liked or loved in the first place. Got it?”

      Having found surer footing, Clarissa nodded. Maybe she meant it, perhaps she didn’t. Abbie didn’t have the time to hang around.

      “Good luck,” she said; and left Clarissa with the one person she most struggled to be alone with. Herself.
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        * * *

      

      Back outside Michael’s house, Abbie tried to meet the boy’s eye.

      “I’m keeping the bag. You might want to give it to Francis. Might even be thinking if you claim to have stolen it from Travis, he’ll give you the whole twenty grand, and you’ll be able to clear almost your mother’s entire debt.”

      Michael said nothing. His expression revealed the truth in Abbie’s guess.

      “That might happen,” said Abbie. “More likely, Francis is furious and embarrassed that his plan backfired. He’ll feel stupid for being robbed by a teen. Rather than show gratitude, he is far more likely to shoot the messenger. He may even assume you were involved and only brought the bag back after getting cold feet.”

      Michael was looking at his hands. More than anything, he wanted to save his mother. For the money to pay off her debts, there were few lengths to which he would not go. Abbie thought of Ben again, of his rejection of Abbie’s pleas for money to help Michael, and felt fury flash through her.

      To Michael, she said, “You have to trust me. I’m going to sort this bag issue, and I’ll try and get you some help with your debts.”

      Pulling his eyes from his feet, Michael looked at Abbie again. There was gratitude there. Tears, also. If Abbie had been a more emotionally available person, she might have hugged the kid. Having already kissed Bobby, Abbie had nothing left to give in terms of physical affection of the platonic or romantic kind.

      “You trust me?” she said.

      He nodded.

      “Good. Now get lost. I’ve got things to do.”

      After Michael slid from the car, Abbie remained where she was, watching him trudge up the drive to the front door. Watching him let himself in and disappear. Only when she saw the light come on in a bedroom on the top floor of the three-story terrace did she start the car and drive away.
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        * * *

      

      Once bitten, twice shy.

      It was nearing eleven. Abbie still had a little time to kill before meeting Eddie. Some of it, she would use to try to relax. First, something a little more critical.

      No one was manning the hotel’s reception this evening. Abbie swept past the counter and head upstairs. Passing the second room she had paid for and which she only had for one night, she moved to the room where Danny had died. This one she had also paid for, for last night and tonight. Technically, it was still hers.

      The police tape was gone, but they would have asked Glenda to leave it empty at least for tonight, and the chances of anyone getting it tomorrow were also slim. As the cops had already been over the room with a fine-tooth comb, they were unlikely to return and would not conduct another thorough search if they did.

      With impressive speed and almost no noise, Abbie picked the lock, entered the room, and behind her closed the door. 

      Maybe it would be longer before someone new slept in here. The police offered an investigative rather than a deep cleaning service. The drops of blood by the door, the chair, the curtains, had faded. From the floor beside the bed, the police had been courteous enough to remove Danny’s body. The carpet here was ruined. A deep clean might solve the problem. More likely, it would need replacing.

      Though Abbie hadn’t killed Danny, he would not have died here if not for her. Before she left town for good, she would try to offer Glenda some money towards the new carpet, which she hoped the kind landlady would take.

      Such concerns were for later. From the drawstring bag over her shoulder, Abbie removed the  black book Travis had stolen. Opening it, she flicked through the pages. The first five comprised lists of names, as did the final forty. The pages between these two points were blank. Why did she write down those names? Did it indicate some sort of self-destructive desire? Maybe. Now was not the time to consider how she might compensate Glenda for her ruined carpet, nor for self-examination. 

      Important was confirmation Travis had torn no pages from the spine. He hadn’t. He might have photographed the contents, but Abbie doubted it. Nor was that something to worry about now.

      The desk on which sat the telly, and behind which sat a chair, ran from the built-in wardrobe by the door to the far wall. Beneath the desk, against the wardrobe, was a chest of drawers. Connected to the desk’s surface from beneath, it hung an inch off the floor. If someone came into the room searching for a hidden item, they would before long be drawn to this space. Abbie didn’t expect anyone to return to the room before she did. If anyone came, it would be to clean or to examine the state of the carpet. In neither scenario would this person search under the fixed chest of drawers.

      Dropping to her knees, Abbie placed the black book on the floor and slid it beneath the chest of drawers. Far enough that it would not be seen unless someone lay on the floor with a torch.

      Rising, Abbie felt uncomfortable not having the book with her. But she was nervous. As she approached day two, she approached the end game. If she was captured by Francis or arrested, she did not want that book on her.

      If it had fit, Abbie would have also slid The Strand beneath the chest of drawers. If she was captured or arrested, neither Francis nor the police would have the slightest interest in the Stephen King novel. If anyone took it from the bag, she would have to hope they were careful. While it made her uncomfortable, it was the best she could do.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving the room where Danny had died, Abbie returned to her own and sat at the desk. From her car, she had removed a second black book, this one empty. On her phone, Abbie found Wikipedia, found the page she needed. With a pen, she began to write in the second black book.

      By the time she was done, it was 11.10. In half an hour, she would leave and meet Eddie, at which point he would tell her everything she needed to know to save his life.

      Whether he liked it or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the first things Abbie had done on 16th January 2021 was cross a street she had never before walked, duck into a darkened tunnel between two office blocks, and arrive in a carpark where fought two brothers.

      One of the final things she did on 16th January 2021 was cross that same street, duck into that same tunnel, and appear in that same carpark.

      This time only one brother was present. The other being dead. Abbie was eight minutes early. Eddie even earlier than that.

      Solemn, miserable, shaking, Eddie met her eye when she appeared but did not immediately speak. Wanting to let him make the first move, Abbie waited.

      “I know who has the money,” he said at last.

      “So do I,” said Abbie, that need to show off once more rearing its head, causing her problems.

      Eddie raised his eyebrows.

      “It’s Leona, isn’t it?”

      Eddie looked away, then into the tunnel. Perhaps he was thinking about the last significant interaction he had ever had and would ever have with his brother. The argument, the fight. All that bad feeling.

      “Yeah, well done,” he said. “But do you know where she’s keeping it?”

      “No.”

      “I do.”
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        * * *

      

      By twenty past midnight, Abbie and Eddie had reached a quiet and modest residential area on the outskirts of town. Winding through silent, darkened streets, they made their way to a road comprised of a strange hodgepodge of homes; everything from grand five-bedroom places to quaint little bungalows.

      Rather than to one of the larger houses, Eddie directed Abbie to a bungalow on a slight rise. Like a river between two banks, the slab path that led from the pavement to the front door wound between gravelled lawns. The place was well kept, but with no grass and no flowers, only a window cleaner was required to keep the front looking pristine.

      “Bit modest for a home of one so fearsome as Francis,” said Abbie.

      “Francis doesn’t live here. No one does—but Leona owns it.”

      With no more information than this, Eddie made his way up the path to the front door. Abbie resisted the urge to glance left, right, and behind; to check if anyone was watching before making her way up the path behind Eddie.

      “I’ve heard couples can thrive if they sleep in different beds,” said Abbie as she joined Eddie by the front door. “Especially if one is a snorer, I’d imagine. But in different homes? That seems excessive, even for the excessively rich.”

      “Francis doesn’t know about this place.”

      Abbie expected to have to pick the lock. Given they were on a rise and several windows across the street had a clear view of what they were doing, the act would make Abbie nervous. There was nothing more suspicious than going onto one knee and fiddling with a lock, except maybe creeping through an open window carrying a knife or a rocket launcher.

      But Abbie’s lock picking skills would not be required. From his jacket pocket, Eddie withdrew a key. For Leona’s lock, it proved to be the perfect fit. Eddie opened the door, let Abbie inside, then closed it, encasing them in darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The house was silent. They stood just inside the door and listened for any sign that someone was present and awake. It was completely dark. Given the bungalow’s size, it was likely every door was within sight, hidden only by the total absence of light. Even so, they could not be sure no one was awake. Perhaps the bungalow got cold. Leona might have placed a warmer against the crack between her bedroom door and the floor. She could even now be in bed, reading a good book by lamplight. The warmer would prevent the light’s glow escaping into the hall. Abbie and Eddie would have no idea.

      For thirty seconds, they stood still, listening for any sounds in the dark. Once this time had passed, Abbie took a hand and thumped the wall.

      Another thirty seconds. Still, no one shifted nor rose from bed to investigate the noise. Abbie thumped the wall again and then kicked it, but in another thirty seconds, nothing happened.

      From her pocket, Abbie withdrew her phone. Using the built-in torch, she shone a light on their surroundings and noted the rooms.

      Seven total. The first immediately to their right. With the utmost care, Abbie eased open the door. Her hand guarding the torch, she illuminated the room beyond and discovered an empty toilet.

      Closing the door, Abbie moved along the wall on the right, with Eddie following tight behind. Upon reaching the second door, Abbie repeated her actions and, this time, revealed a much larger room. A living room diner.

      The guarded glow of the torch revealed little, so after a few seconds, Abbie had to raise the torch and shine it around, illuminating sofas, a telly, a drinks cabinet, a dining room table, and sliding glass doors into a conservatory.

      Both the living-dining room and conservatory were empty. Retreating into the hall, Abbie moved to room three of seven (eight, if you included the conservatory) and this time found a kitchen, also empty.

      Room four proved to be the master bedroom.

      One foot in the door, Abbie stopped. From her position, guarded torch in hand, she could see only the foot of the bed and had no way of knowing if it was occupied. Leona might be here, asleep, Abbie’s actions having not yet woken her.

      Abbie took another step. When Eddie tried to follow, she lifted a hand and put it to his chest. At a slight nudge, he took the hint and retreated from the room.

      Once he was gone, Abbie located the light switch on the wall, then switched off her torch and pocketed her phone.

      There was a chance Leona had heard Abbie’s thumps and deduced someone was trying to entice her from her room. Rather than doing so, she could have moved with the speed and silence of a master thief, removing a gun from her bedside table or from beneath her pillow. In the dark, she would have done what she could to ensure the safety was off and that the gun would produce a satisfying bang should she need to pull the trigger. While Abbie and Eddie searched the toilet, the living room, the kitchen, Leona would have sat calmly in bed, gun pointing towards the door, waiting for her intruder to turn on the light and to meet her maker.

      More likely, she was asleep or absent.

      Abbie believed in a caution first approach. Raising a hand, she placed a finger on the light switch but did not press it. Holding her finger steady, she leaned away from the light and bent her knees. Praying Eddie would not enter the room, she took a silent breath.

      In the dark, Abbie pressed the switch. As the light flashed, Abbie leapt, rolling along the side of the bed, and popped up, her hands outstretched, ready to grab the armed and alarmed Leona before she could readjust her aim and blow off Abbie’s head.

      But Abbie didn’t grab anyone, and Leona didn’t fire because Leona wasn’t in bed. The bed was empty.

      Stepping into the room, Eddie whispered, “She doesn’t often stay here.”

      Abbie looked at him.

      And if looks could kill…
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        * * *

      

      While Eddie returned to the living room and turned on the light, Abbie moved back into the hall. With as much caution but more speed, she confirmed the remaining rooms—office, bathroom, guest bedroom—were also empty.

      The guest bedroom was the last she checked for signs of life and the first for stolen money. Not here. The wardrobes and chest of drawers were bare, and there was nothing beneath the bed. Besides these items, the room was empty.

      Both the toilet and bathroom were quick to search. Neither produced positive results. The kitchen fridge was empty, bearing out that Leona spent little time here, and the freezer contained only a couple of ready meals and some mince. The surfaces were bare, and, save for a couple of glasses, a plate, a bowl, a knife block missing a knife, and a few pieces of cutlery, the rest of the cupboards and drawers were also empty.

      In the master bedroom, wall-mounted, a TV would dwarf in size most living room tellys. Within the drawers and wardrobes, Abbie found a few expensive outfits and some even pricier jewellery. The clothes smelt musty. The jewellery was coated in dust. Selling the lot would pay the rent on a three-bedroom home for six months. Money apparently meant nothing to Leona. In this secret bungalow, she would leave her expensive but unwanted possessions to rot.

      Atop the single bedside table was a lamp; beneath it, a box of various items of lingerie, ranging from risque to X-rated. Concealed under the skimpy clothing, Abbie found a range of toys not suitable for children. Had Abbie's mother found such a box in the room of any of her children, she would have suffered a heart attack.

      These clothes smelt not musty but recently washed. No dust coated the toys. Abbie seemed to have found the few items in the bungalow that got any use.

      At the very bottom of the box, Abbie found a sheet of paper upon which Leona had written a list of surnames, all but the last of which were crossed out. Alongside the names was a basic table used to note Leona's bedmates' preferences. Favourite lingerie, favourite toy, favourite position, and unusual fetishes, some of which made Abbie feel quite unwell.

      There were no dates to indicate when Leona had added the names to the list, but the most recent addition was Dean.

      That Danny Dean was not crossed out indicated Leona did not come here daily. Or at least had not been here today. After all, what could be more worthy of a crossing out than having died? Abbie didn’t know. Didn’t want to think about it. She ran a finger down the table columns. 

      Most of the men on the list liked red or black lingerie, but Danny's favourite was, bizarrely, yellow. In the fetish column, Leona had written, Bad boy. Abbie didn’t know if this meant Danny liked to act like a bad boy, if he wanted to be spanked and called a bad boy, or if he would only get to it with Leona if the film Bad Boys, starring Will Smith and Martin Lawrence, was playing on the vast telly.

      Trying to avoid contemplating such questions, Abbie folded and pocketed the slip of paper. From the bedroom, Abbie moved to the office. In here: a computer, a filing cabinet which contained no files, and a shelf of books so dusty you struggled to read the title on the spine.

      The computer was off. The keys were clear of dust, as was the power button on the PC, indicating Leona used this office for more than role-play with the men she brought here. Abbie didn't switch on the PC. It would be password protected.

      On the desk, half-concealed beneath the screen—which seemed to be acting as a paperweight— were a few scraps, torn from a notepad. Doodles decorated the notes, plus a few numbers used in some rudimentary mathematical equations. A few words that might have been passwords and a couple of names. Nothing of interest to Abbie.

      From the office, Abbie returned to the kitchen. A second door led into the conservatory, which was empty but for a sofa and an armchair. Passing these, Abbie dropped down two steps and reached a garage door, which she flung open, half-expecting to see a safe or maybe just huge stacks of cash. Something of interest after the tedious house search.

      The garage was empty. Stone walls. Concrete floor. Metal shutters.

      Nothing else.

      Closing the door, Abbie returned to the living room.

      "I don't think Leona's hidden the money here," she said, entering the room through the sliding conservatory door.

      "No," said Eddie, who hadn't been searching the living room but had perched himself upon the sofa with the missing and sharpest blade from the knife block.

      At the sight of this, Abbie sighed, then turned from Eddie and walked to the glass drinks cabinet. For form, she searched through the lower cupboards before opening the glass-fronted doors at the top and examining the expensive bottles of booze on display.

      "You never expected to find the money here, did you?" she asked of Eddie.

      "No."

      "But you do expect to find Leona? Wasn't it you who said she doesn't often stay here? What makes you think she'll turn up any time soon?"

      "I texted her."

      "Ahh, ingenious. What are you, a whiskey man? Or Vodka. Don't say Gin."

      Eddie stared at her as though she were mad. "I don't need anything."

      Abbie said, "Are you planning to kill Leona tonight?"

      A hesitation, then, "Yes."

      "Have you killed before?"

      Another hesitation. "No."

      "You need a drink."

      Making the decision for him, Abbie withdrew from the shelf a bottle of incredibly expensive whiskey. From the cupboards she had recently searched, she took a crystal tumbler that she half filled. Taking both the bottle and the tumbler, Abbie moved to the armchair across from the sofa on which sat Eddie.

      "I don't think Leona will begrudge you the drink," she said, sliding the glass across the coffee table. "Even if she does, doesn’t matter, does it? Given you plan to kill her."

      Eddie looked to the drink, then turned his eyes to Abbie.

      "Are you going to try and stop me?"

      "You obviously don't think so," said Abbie. "You had a key to get in. You didn't need me. I guess I'm here in case things go wrong. You think if you try and fail to kill Leona, I can step in. Help."

      He nodded. Said, "I hope it won't come to that."

      It wouldn't. Eddie had probably told Leona to come alone. More likely than alone, she would come flanked by thugs like Ronson and Kline. More likely than that, the thugs would come while Leona stayed home with her feet up, watching crap telly and drinking tomato juice. More likely again: no one would come because Leona knew rejection was a powerful weapon that could cut as deep as any blade. She might also have realised, in the end, Eddie would defeat himself.

      "Drink your whiskey," said Abbie.

      From Abbie, Eddie looked to the knife rather than the whiskey. A furtive glance, as though he feared Abbie might try take it from him. That wouldn't be necessary. When Abbie made no move of any kind, he picked up his whiskey, then looked to her empty hand.

      "You're not drinking?"

      "I don't drink on the job."

      "You're on a job?"

      "I am."

      "What job's that?"

      "Primarily, I'm trying to save your life. As a bit of a side hustle, I'd like to free a couple of other people from debt. Destroying Francis would be a bonus."

      Eddie sniffed the drink. If he feared Abbie had poisoned it, he was too afraid to say. He sipped.

      "My life's not in danger," he said.

      "Well, then, I'll have an easy job, won't I?"

      Eddie drank a little more. Studied Abbie's face and tried to read her eyes. From those, he would discern nothing. 

      "You asked me if I'd killed before," he said.

      This wasn't a question, so Abbie said nothing. Internally, she was mulling over what he was going to ask next. Trying to decide whether to answer. In the end, she decided she would. Though it was a risk.

      "Have you?" he asked. "Killed before, I mean."

      "Yes."

      "More than once?"

      "Yes."

      "Did they deserve it?"

      "They didn't think so."

      "But you did?"

      "I did. Amongst my victims, you’ll find rapists, killers, arsonists. That kind of thing."

      "Did you enjoy it?"

      Abbie could see them now. Her victims. They haunted her dreams, ensuring she would never forget their faces. In her youth, Abbie would become upset if, by accident, she crushed a flower. If her father found a spider in the house, Abbie would beg him not to kill but release it.

      The first time she had killed a person, she had thrown up violently afterwards before collapsing into the kind of tears that shook your entire body and felt as though they would never stop.

      After the second, she had cried but had not been sick. The third kill was easier again, and the fourth easier than that. On it went. Until she felt nothing at all. Until killing didn't seem to matter. Until Abbie had to remind herself it was not okay to murder the guy who pinched her bum in the bar or the woman who short-changed her in the shop.

      After a while, killing became easy, but it was never fun. Abbie told Eddie so.

      "Can't you stop?" he said.

      "Possibly. Not easily. I never kill unless I can balance the scales. For every life I take, I must be saving at least one. Preferably more. I never want to run at a life deficit. How many lives will killing Leona save?"

      "Plenty. She's scum."

      Possibly, she was scum. Abbie doubted murdering her would save too many lives, and the big problem was that it would end two. Abbie didn't need to work too hard to stop Eddie. He would never put the knife in Leona.

      "I've been honest with you. I think you'll agree," said Abbie to Eddie. "Now, I want to talk to you about Leona and Danny, and I expect you to be honest with me, too. Sound possible?"

      "Of course."

      Eddie had finished his whiskey. He placed it on the coffee table. Abbie waited until he met her eye again.

      "Leona and Danny were sleeping together?" she said.

      "Yes."

      "You're sure?"

      "Yes."

      "She used to bring him here? She gave him a key which he passed on to you when you found out about the affair?"

      "Yes."

      "She gave him the safe code and told him a day he would be able to rob Francis without Francis knowing?"

      "Yes."

      "And you believe he and her were supposed to split the money, but instead, she stole it and let Francis find out Danny was the thief?"

      "I don't believe. That's what happened."

      "How can you know?"

      "She was the only one except for me and Danny who knew where the cash was."

      "But Danny went drinking. He could have told anyone where to find the money."

      "Yes, but I don't believe he would. Even Danny, and even drunk off his face, I don't believe he’d do that. Leona stole the money."

      "You've not told your wife this?"

      "No."

      Abbie was about to pry into why, but wasn't it obvious? Eddie planned to kill Leona. He didn't want to put Jess in a position where she might have to lie to the police. Most of all, Eddie didn't want to lose his wife and baby. Though he would if he killed Leona. Luckily, that wouldn't happen.

      "Another drink?" said Abbie. 

      "Please."

      Rising, she took the glass and crossed to the drinks cabinet. She poured another measure of whiskey and returned to the table. After sliding the drink to Eddie, she fetched something from her pocket.

      "Eddie—"

      "Don't call me that."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Eddie. Don't call me Eddie," he said.

      "Okay."

      "When we were kids, he was Danny, and I was Ed. I hated it. He would go off and climb trees and go cycling with his friends. He would get into fights and shoplift. Most of the stuff he did was stupid, nothing to be proud of. But he always had a smile on his face. I hated it. I was so jealous. I wanted to be fun. But I wasn't."

      Eddie sampled the whiskey. Didn't wince as much as he had after sipping from the first tumbler. Abbie let him speak.

      "I asked people to call me Eddie," said Ed. "I was so stupid. Got it in my head that he was fun because he was Danny, not Dan, and I was boring because I was Ed, not Eddie. I always wanted to be more like him, but a leopard can't change its spots, and no one would call me Eddie. Well, no one except Danny."

      Abbie remembered the argument between the siblings. Remembered Danny saying "Eddie". More than that, she remembered Danny's tone.

      "He used it as a slur?"

      "Yeah," said Eddie. "Whenever he wanted to get under my skin. Calling me Eddie always pushed the right buttons."

      More whiskey. This one was half gone already.

      "I'm sorry about your brother," said Abbie.

      "We used to fight non-stop," said Eddie. There were tears in his eyes. "But I loved him, and he loved me. Jess hated the way I always ran to him when he needed help. Said I had a hero complex. That's why I let him lean on me, but that wasn't it. It wasn't that I felt responsible for him; I loved him. I wanted him to be okay. But I didn't do enough. I should have known something like this would happen in the end."

      Finishing his whiskey, he replaced the glass and picked the knife up from his side. Staring at the blade, a look of longing entered his eyes.

      "I'm sorry," said Abbie. "But you can't kill Leona."

      "You won't stop me," he said.

      "I won't have to."

      "You think I'm weak?" he said. This with some offence, but that dropped from his voice to make way for resignation almost immediately. "Doesn't matter; everyone does."

      "Killing is easy. It takes strength to let those we hate live. You're strong, and you won't kill Leona."

      "We'll see."

      In Abbie's hand was the card she had taken from Leona's bag. Now she placed it on the table, folded, and slid it to Eddie.

      "What's this?" he asked.

      "The reason you won't kill Leona."

      Eddie stared at the folded card, then back at Abbie. "Is this a trick?"

      Abbie shook her head. "No trick."

      Eddie was reticent. Curiosity got the better of him. Still clutching the knife in one hand, he leaned forward and collected the slip of paper with the other. Between trembling fingers, he held the card and stared at the white back. For several seconds, he kept like that, then he turned the card, unfolded it, stared at it as Abbie had stared at it upon pulling it from Leona's bag.

      "What is this?" he said, his voice hoarse, lost. 

      Abbie had half a mind not to answer such a stupid question, but Eddie was in shock. She decided to cut him some slack.

      "You know what it is," she said. "You must have seen one just like it a few months back."

      "No," he said, but he wasn't saying he hadn't seen one. He was rejecting what his eyes were telling him.

      "Yes, Ed. It's an ultrasound. Leona's pregnant."

      The ultrasound slipped from Eddie's fingers, fluttered to the floor.

      Abbie said, "You're going to be an uncle."
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      Rising, Eddie took the knife, crossed to the dining room table, stood there for several seconds, then returned. At the sofa, he made as though to sit down, then stopped himself. He stared at Abbie. He shook his head. He started to move to the table again, then stopped again. Like Travis had earlier, Eddie pointed a shaking finger in Abbie’s face.

      “No.”

      Abbie sighed. “No, what?”

      “It’s not true.”

      “What’s not true? Do you think the ultrasound is fake?”

      “It’s not Danny’s. That baby isn’t Danny’s.”

      Standing, Abbie leaned over the table. From the floor, she collected the ultrasound before returning to her seat. Eddie still stood.

      “Then whose?” she said.

      “Francis’.”

      Abbie shrugged. “Possible. But unlikely. Francis paid someone to steal Leona’s bag. He suspected what was going to be inside. That suggests she was keeping things from him.”

      “Probably waiting to tell him.”

      Abbie shook her head. “This isn’t a pregnancy test. This is a twelve-week scan. Leona’s been hiding this a while. Freaking out. Trying to decide what to do. Hoping Francis doesn’t learn the truth, but he suspects.”

      “It’s not Danny’s.”

      “You’re in shock,” said Abbie. “I get it, but you have to try think clearly. If Leona was sleeping with your brother, it stands to reason she would be having less sex, if any, with her husband. If she was sleeping with them both, who would be more likely to use protection; Francis or Danny?”

      “Danny didn’t use protection,” said Eddie.

      “Okay. Weird that you know that—“

      Eddie waved a hand. “Danny wouldn’t wear protection. He was enamoured by this woman. When they were together, it was intoxicating. He couldn’t breathe for desire. It wouldn’t even have crossed his mind. Stupid prick.”

      Rising from her chair, Abbie outstretched her hand, the ultrasound between her fingers. She wanted Eddie to take it. As though she were offering him a writhing squid monster, he looked at the ultrasound with disgust.

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Your brother is dead,” said Abbie.

      “You think I hadn’t noticed?”

      “I want you to notice more than his absence. I want you to notice this baby.”

      “Not a baby.”

      “Yes, a baby. Like the one your wife’s carrying or the one you lost.”

      “Don’t you talk about that.”

      “Then don’t make me. Don’t be a child. You have a baby on the way, and the kid Jess is carrying is no longer your only responsibility.”

      Horror spread across Eddie’s face as he realised what Abbie was saying. He reached out a hand but only to knock the ultrasound free. Once more, it fluttered to the floor.

      “Very mature,” said Abbie.

      “Not my baby,” he said. “Leona’s.”

      “You want Leona to raise your family?” said Abbie. “What do you think Francis is going to do when he finds out? He might kill her.”

      “I want her dead. If Francis doesn’t kill her, I will.”

      “And what about the baby?”

      He looked at her with cold eyes. “I’m pro-choice.”

      Faster than lighting, Abbie moved to Eddie. In a vice grip, she grabbed the wrist of his knife-clasping hand. Her other hand came to Eddie’s stomach.

      He folded at the waist, spluttering. Abbie’s punching hand she now used to grab Eddie’s throat and lift him upright. Her other hand still on his wrist, she twisted him around and pointed him to the door.

      “Any second, Leona might step through there. Tell me, could you take this knife—“ Abbie shook the arm that held it “—and plunge it into Leona’s stomach, knowing you were impaling not only her but also her baby? Could you kill them both and call Leona’s murder execution and the baby’s abortion? Could you? Go on, tell me.”

      Through deep sobs, Eddie could produce no answer. Even if he defeated the tears, shame might have throttled him.

      Pricks of shame crept into Abbie, too. How tight her hand gripped his wrist. She could see Eddie’s hand whiten. Could see it shake over the knife. Still, she could not let go.

      “I’m waiting for an answer. Could you murder that baby? Could you do it?”

      He was shaking his head.

      “Tell me,” she said. Holding Eddie tighter.

      “No. No, I couldn’t. I can’t. It’s not the same. I know it’s not the same. Please, let me go. I know it’s not the same.”

      With her free hand, Abbie grabbed the knife from Eddie. When she unclasped her other hand, releasing his wrist, Eddie collapsed to his knees, pressed his head into the carpet, and sobbed deep, desperate tears.

      These days, Abbie could kill a man and go out for a nice meal. Sometimes, she would feel a deep, distant throbbing that indicated she felt unease with what she had become. She never cried, never felt sick. She might have been a robot.

      After hurting Eddie and forcing him to contemplate the actions he had threatened, after driving him to the ground, to tears, to despair and desperation, Abbie felt her stomach churn, the bile rise in her throat. As she swallowed, she was struggling to keep the tears at bay. Like a plastic sheet pulled taut over the face, Abbie’s self-loathing made her fight for breath, as though it were trying to kill her.

      In the presence of what she’d done, she might collapse beside Eddie and disappear into that despair. Still holding the knife, she rushed from the living room, slamming the door behind her.

      Across the hall was the office, and it was in here that Abbie went. The knife she placed on the dusty bookshelf. In the small space between the bookshelf and the desk, she went onto her haunches, tucked her chin into her chest and put her arms over her. With her hands, Abbie pulled down her head as though she might be able to collapse in on herself.

      While Abbie could repress the urge to be sick, she could not fight the tears, and they overcame her. From her haunches, she slipped to her behind, her shoulder pressed against the bookshelf. Her hands she brought to her face, lest the computer look upon her and be repulsed by what she was.

      A monster.

      She might save Eddie’s life. Would it be worth it if she destroyed his soul? And what was the point of saving all these lives if she was not permitted a soul or a life of her own?

      Desperate, angry, bitter, Abbie stayed where she was for several minutes. Wrapped in self-pity, she lost what she was trying to achieve. If Ben could have seen her, he would have been disgusted, as he was disgusted in the early days when she confessed to him her fear of what she would become, should she pursue the path onto which he was attempting to push her.

      Eventually, after God knew how long, she began to calm. The churning in her stomach and the bile in her throat disappeared. Her eyes were wet and sore, but she got her tears under control. Taking deep breaths, she forced herself to stand, to be calm.

      It was unacceptable to let the pain of her life overcome her. What Abbie did was meaningful. So she rarely smiled and had no kind of life. So she could never fall in love. How many people were alive, and in love, and smiling because of actions Abbie had taken? She had lost her soul, but how many souls had her sacrifices kept intact?

      Eddie was still in danger. She could save him, Michael and Bobby. She needed only to keep focused—eyes on the prize.

      Stepping towards the desk, those scraps of paper tucked beneath the screen caught Abbie’s eye, as they had previously. This time, she noticed something she had not before.

      And wasn’t that interesting?

      From beneath the screen, Abbie pulled one of the paper scraps and folded it into her pocket. One realisation led to another. Recalling something else, Abbie drew her phone from her drawstring bag and wrote a text to Bobby that he would find strange but would probably answer. The cogs were turning. Answers were coming into focus. Were they the correct answers? Would they help achieve her goals? Abbie didn’t know but thought so on both counts.

      Leaving the room, she stepped across the corridor and found Eddie on his knees before the coffee table like a man at prayer. Instead of a bible, he held the bottle of whiskey. With shaking hands, he was attempting to fill his glass. He would likely succeed, but he would spill enough to stain the wooden table first. Abbie thought it essential always to be a good house guest. Stepping across the room, she whipped the bottle from Eddie’s hands and watched him sprawl to the floor trying to reclaim it.

      “Time to decide,” she said. “What are you going to do about Leona?”

      Coming to his knees, he said, “Why must you know?”

      “If I have any purpose, then that purpose is to protect the innocent,” said Abbie. “We have all done rotten things in our time. No man nor woman walks through life without making the odd mistake and transgression. I believe most of us stay on the right side of innocence throughout our lives, but on a scale, no human is more innocent than an unborn child. Leona may choose to terminate her pregnancy. Fine. If she doesn’t, I consider that baby as good as born. If you want to kill Leona, you want to kill the baby. If you are determined to destroy the life of this unborn innocent, I will have to stop you, so tell me now: what are you going to do about Leona?”

      Eddie bowed his head. Going to her knees, Abbie cupped his chin and forced him to look at her. No way was he lying. She would not allow it.

      “Tell me,” she said.

      “I was lost in anger,” he said. “I hate Leona for what she’s done. More than anything, I want to see her die. No, I thought more than anything.”

      “But upon reexamination,” Abbie said, “you’ve changed your mind?”

      “What could mean more to a man than his unborn child?” said Eddie. “If I kill Leona, I will not only be killing her baby but depriving mine of a father. I’ve seen what that does to a kid. I’ll be a dad. I’ll protect my family.”

      “What about Leona’s kid? If she decides to have the baby, what then?”

      “I have to prioritise Jess and our child. If you’re asking if I’ll try to take in Leona’s kid, I can’t. Danny’s gone. Leona is responsible. This child is hers, so far as I’m concerned.”

      Abbie rose. Having hoped Eddie would decide to fight to take the baby in, as it was his flesh and blood, it was impossible not to feel disappointed by his comments. On the other hand, he would no longer try to kill Leona, which was a victory.

      “Leona isn’t coming,” said Abbie.

      “I realised that. She’s made me look a fool.”

      Eddie had made himself look a fool, but Abbie said nothing. She collected and pocketed the ultrasound, adding it to her collection with the sheet of paper from the master bedroom and the scrap from the office.

      “We need to leave,” she said. “Go home. Sleep. First thing in the morning, call Francis and arrange a meeting as soon as possible. Once that’s done, call me. I’ll be attending. But you must make sure this meeting is with Francis. It has to be him.”

      As Abbie helped Eddie from the carpet, he stared at her.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Well, that’s okay.”

      “No,” he said, pulling from Abbie. “Francis doesn’t want to see me if I don’t have his money.”

      “I know where the money is,” said Abbie and with a hand halted Eddie’s next question. “Tell Francis, by the time you meet, he’ll already have it. It’s time to trust I know what I’m doing. Time to trust that by the time tomorrow’s out, you and Jess, and more people besides, will no longer be living in fear.”

      “But what about Francis? Are you sure you know where it is because if Francis doesn’t get his money—”

      Abbie put an arm on Eddie’s shoulder and met his eye. She wanted him to see her conviction.

      “Ed, I promise you, by the end of tomorrow,” she said, “Francis will have received everything that’s coming to him.”
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      Sunday morning, eight am.

      Abbie rose to two texts. The first from Bobby, confirming her suspicions. The second from Eddie. He and Francis were due to meet at one of Francis’ nightclubs at midday.

      Midday.

      In the years Abbie had been both receiving and acting upon her visions, the final confrontation, during which Abbie would either succeed or fail to save the person seen in her dream, had never happened on day one.

      Only two final confrontations had taken place before midday on day two; eighty per cent occurred after sundown.

      For this reason, it was harder to save lives in the winter than the summer, when sunset is several hours later. Also because summer clothes tended to leave more room for manoeuvre when battling to the death. And everything is easier when it’s warm.

      On 17th January 2021, in Abbie’s part of the world, sunset would take place at 15:52. Abbie hoped, before that point, she would have permanently dealt with Francis and could spend the day’s remainder vigilant but in relative comfort.

      If she survived.

      There were almost eight hours between now and the sun dropping beneath the horizon. All the time in the world for Francis to kill Eddie, but what seemed like virtually no time at all for Abbie to stop the crook.

      Sitting up, Abbie grabbed her phone and replied to Eddie, replied to Bobby, and texted Ben. By the time she returned from the shower, the latter two of these three had texted back.

      Bobby was curious; Abbie fobbed him off and felt guilty for doing so. Ben’s text said only 09.30, followed by a location, a car’s make, model and colour, and a seemingly random word: Sparrow. Rather than replying, Abbie deleted the text stream, pocketed her phone, grabbed her drawstring bag, and went out.

      09.30. Just over an hour away.

      In Abbie’s mind, a plan began to form. After meeting Ben’s man and receiving the delivered package, Abbie would visit the nightclub. It didn’t open until three in the afternoon. She hoped no staff would turn up as early as ten am and that Francis wouldn’t arrive to prepare for his meeting until eleven at the earliest.

      Breaking and entering would be easy. In less than fifteen minutes, Abbie could familiarise herself with the building’s layout and plan several strategies based on what she found. The package, collected from Ben, she would conceal within the building, somewhere she could easily reach it when the time was right.

      None of this worried her, because it relied only on her. Abbie trusted herself if no one else. Francis could be trusted to act in opposition to her, and for his resistance, Abbie would prepare.

      Eddie was the last potentially controllable piece on the board. Someone who could be either asset or obstacle, depending on how he acted in the critical confrontation. If possible, Abbie would ensure he was not there when it went down. Something told her she would not get so lucky.

      Last night, before they parted, Abbie should have taken the time to run Eddie through several possible scenarios for the day to come and what would be expected of him in each. Usually, she would have. But she was angry following their discussions surrounding Leona’s pregnancy. Danny was dead. Eddie was the child’s closest family beyond the mother. Abbie had hoped he would step up when faced with the prospect of the cruel Leona, who he wanted to kill, raising his kin. When he had refused, she had wanted to part from him as soon as possible.

      Now he wouldn’t reply to her texts. When she phoned, he didn’t answer.

      Showing great restraint, she did not hurl her phone against the wall. Grabbing her drawstring bag and chucking the phone inside, she left.

      An hour until she was due to meet Ben’s guy.

      Time enough to knock Eddie into shape.
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        * * *

      

      At 8.45, Abbie knocked on Eddie’s door. What felt like an hour later, Jess answered; huffing, puffing, one hand on her lower back, the other clinging to the door.

      Before Abbie could speak, Jess said, “Thank God you’re here. I need you to get me out of these jeans.”
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        * * *

      

      “Eddie not here?” Abbie asked, trying to play it off as casual interest. Not that Jess would have noticed as she struggled up the stairs. Abbie’s hand was on the pregnant woman’s back, praying Jess didn’t fall, unsure she could keep the mother-to-be up if she did.

      “Went out this morning. For a walk, he said. But I could see something was wrong. Of course something’s wrong. He’s not been himself since Danny died, and I don’t know when he’ll be himself again. Why should he be? But I’m three days overdue, and all I can think is: what kind of father will Eddie be at the moment, with the spectre of Danny hanging over his shoulder? God, he’s just lost his brother, and that’s what I’m worried about. Selfish bitch, right?”

      “Not at all,” said Abbie as they reached the top of the stairs without falling. “You’re not worried about yourself but about your baby. That’s what you’re supposed to be doing. That’s a mother’s job.”

      Jess caught Abbie’s eyes as they moved from the rounded stomach. The mother-to-be’s cheeks flushed with guilt.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be talking about this.”

      Abbie forced a smile. “Don’t worry about me. Now, these jeans…”

      They moved into Jess’ bedroom, where the almost-mum dropped onto the mattress with a puff of air. The bed was a king and dominated the room. Cramped in one corner was a wardrobe. There were two bedside tables, a narrow chest of drawers and very little floor space. Swinging a cat would be out of the question and not just on cruelty grounds.

      “Shouldn’t have put them on,” Jess said, referencing the jeans. “Why would I put them on? Baby could come today or tomorrow. Whenever. I should be in comfortable, loose-fitting clothing until at least after I’ve given birth. Don’t know what came over me.”

      “I get it,” said Abbie. “Been a long time since you felt normal, right? Pregnancy, sometimes it’s good, sometimes it’s bad. But it’s never normal. Jeans are normal, so you think, if you can squeeze into them, maybe you’ll feel normal too. I remember that.”

      Jess opened her mouth. Closed it again. Having learned that Abbie had lost her baby, Jess had made the natural assumption that she had miscarried within the first trimester. Because that was when most miscarriages happened. But, of course, some happened later. As it went, Abbie hadn’t miscarried at all. It had been past that point.

      “I was a couple of weeks from full-term,” said Abbie. “I remember it all.”

      Jess put her hand to her mouth. Tears sprung into her eyes. Abbie wasn’t sure why she had said it. If only Eddie would come home. Then Abbie could get on with saving his life.

      Until then: “Jeans. Get them off. Where are your comfortable clothes?”

      Fighting the tears, dragging her hand from her mouth, Jess pointed to the wardrobe.

      “There’s a box at the bottom on the right side,” said Jess. “Loads of comfy clothes in there. You’re looking for a pair of loose trousers, halfway between pyjama bottoms and tracksuit. They have flowers around the waistline.”

      To open the wardrobe, Abbie had to turn away from the bed, from Jess. As she went to her knees in front of the mentioned box, she heard Jess sniff, then dry her eyes.

      As Abbie started routing through the box, Jess said, “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Blinking heavily, rapidly, Abbie didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond. If she ignored it, maybe Jess’ sympathy and sadness would go away.

      The box was deep and packed tight with what appeared to be hundreds of comfortable clothing items, 99% of which must have been bought pre-pregnancy and none of which were what Jess had requested.

      While Abbie made her way through the pile, Jess shifted, uncomfortable, worried about something. Abbie had a nervous feeling she might soon need to make a decision.

      “I didn’t think Eddie would be gone this long,” Jess said at last, As Abbie reached the halfway point of the box, moving into musty clothing territory. Clothing that needed airing out and washing or, more likely, binning.

      “He was out last night, too. A couple of hours around midnight. Told me he couldn’t sleep—a nightmare. I told him I’d happily come downstairs, and we could chat, or watch telly, or whatever, but he said I needed to sleep. And he needed to go out.”

      Three-quarters of the way down the box, Abbie’s hand became tangled in some tights and through the leg of a pair of boxers. Momentarily fearful she might find herself permanently trapped in this box in this wardrobe, Abbie had to restrict a yelp. This was stupid. She needed to calm down. Stupid Jess and her stupid questions, causing agitation.

      “When he came home,” Jess continued. “I was still awake. I asked if the walk had done him good, and he said it had. I don’t know if he thinks me an idiot or if he was too worked up to see, but he was worse than ever. His hands kept working, balling into fists and straightening. His skin was pale, and he couldn’t get to sleep. I’m sure he tossed and turned all night.”

      90% of the way through the box, Abbie paused. The question was coming. Abbie hadn’t yet decided how she should answer. Was there any option other than honesty?

      “Do you know where he was, Abbie?”

      Abbie closed her eyes. Until the last second, she had held some hope Jess would not ask, although she was always going to. And it could only get worse.

      “Was he with you? I did wonder when I saw him talking to you by your car when you left here yesterday. Did he ask to meet you?”

      Slowly, trying to make it last, Abbie continued to work her way through the box.

      “I don’t think you’re having an affair,” said Jess, but Abbie had known that. This wasn’t about cheating but lies. How much trouble did Abbie want to get Eddie in?

      “Abbie,” Jess pressed. “He’s the father of my baby. I need to know.”

      95% of the way through the box, Abbie paused again, and this time turned back to Jess. Removing her hand from the box, she reached into her pocket and pulled out the folded card.

      “I was with him,” she said. “He took me to a house he said belonged to Leona Roberts.”

      Jess gasped.

      “Well,” said Abbie. “It was a bungalow.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Jess. And Abbie resisted the urged to explain what a bungalow was. Rising, she moved to the bed and showed Jess the folded card, keeping it just out of reach.

      “Danny was sleeping with Leona. She convinced him to steal Francis’ money and then stole it off him. Eddie blames her, possibly rightly, for Danny’s death.”

      “Oh my God,” said Jess. “Was he going to—“

      “Whatever he was going to do,” said Abbie, cutting Jess off before the worried wife could begin theorising. “This stopped him. It was stolen from Leona’s bag.”

      Not sure if this was the right move, Abbie dropped the card on the bed and returned to the box. As she started working her way back to where she had stopped, Jess opened the card and let out a cry.

      “Danny’s?” she asked.

      “We believe so.”

      “Oh my God,” Jess said again. “What did Eddie say when he saw this?”

      Happy, this time, to dodge the truth, Abbie said, “He couldn’t process it. He went straight home.”

      Jess didn’t respond. Abbie returned to where she had left the box and pushed right through, searching for those trousers.

      At the very bottom, she pulled free an item of nightwear that was frilly, lacy, and see-through. A personal item of clothing Abbie was not supposed to have seen.

      “I don’t think your trousers are here,” she said to Jess, still staring at the lingerie.

      From over Abbie’s shoulder, Jess could see the item in her acquaintance’s hand. It was difficult to miss.

      “Oh, that,” said Jess, and Abbie could almost hear the flush enter her cheeks. “Eddie bought it for me. I’ve never worn it. Not really my style.”

      “Can’t imagine it would be anyone’s style,” muttered Abbie.

      Pushing the item back to the bottom of the box, Abbie said, “I don’t think your trousers are here.” Rising, she noted something at the foot of the bed. Nodded. “That them?”

      With some effort, Jess forced herself back to a sitting position. If her cheeks hadn’t already have been flushed after Abbie’s discovery in the comfortable clothing box, they would have flushed now.

      “Pregnancy brain,” she said.

      Abbie wondered. Had Jess forgotten where the trousers were, or was the box search a ploy to keep Abbie still while Jess asked the difficult questions?

      Nodding, as though she believed the excuse, Abbie grabbed the trousers and passed them to Jess. The mum-to-be put them to one side and started trying to remove her jeans. There was much heaving and puffing and sweating. It was difficult to watch.

      “Let me help with that.”

      As Jess muttered an embarrassed thank you, Abbie went down in front of the bed to assist Jess in undressing. While she worked, she caught the soon-to-be mother’s expression.

      “What?” Abbie asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Abbie shook her head. Let it go.

      Jess couldn’t.

      “I don’t know how you cope.”

      “They’re not that tight.”

      “Not the jeans,” said Jess. “I’m pregnant, and you’ve put up with me. Then you see this ultrasound and deal with Eddie, and all the time you have your…”

      Jess trailed off. Abbie looked into those wide, stricken eyes and could have slapped the mother-to-be.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Sorry,” said Jess, looking away. “I didn’t mean to look at you like anything. “

      “It was twelve years ago,” said Abbie. “Every day, it hurts like hell. I’ll never get over it. But your pity won’t bring back my baby.”

      Jess hung her head.

      “You’re right. I’m so sorry.”

      Guilt crept over Abbie. She felt like shit. She put a hand on Jess’ shoulder.

      “Forget it.” She looked to the comfortable trousers at Jess’ side. “You need help with those?”

      Jess shook her head.

      “What are you going to do about that?” Abbie said, pointing at the ultrasound beside Jess.

      “I don’t know. When Eddie comes back, we’ve a discussion to have.”

      Abbie nodded. She didn’t know if she had made the right decision. This might impact Eddie’s ability to play ball later, but instinct had told her to be honest, and she always tried to trust her instinct.

      For now, for Abbie, there was no more to talk about.

      “Want a drink?” she asked Jess. “I can do hot chocolate.”

      That drew a smile, but Jess said, “Water is fine.”

      Nodding, Abbie disappeared into the hall. Pressing her head against the wall, she took a deep breath and prayed Eddie would arrive soon. Every second spent in the presence of that bump tore her heart into more and smaller pieces. She needed to escape.

      Emotional turmoil aside, Abbie needed Eddie to arrive before she left to collect the package from Ben. If he didn’t, if Abbie didn’t get a chance to speak to him before midday, she had no idea what he would do during the end game.

      She was building something. Her plan to destroy Francis was a precarious house of cards. One piece out of place, and the whole tower could come tumbling down.

      And if that happened, it wasn’t just her and Eddie who were done for.
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      By 9.10, Eddie hadn’t shown, and Abbie had no choice but to leave to ensure she made her meeting with Ben’s man.

      At 9.20, she left her car two streets from where the meet was due to take place. After locking the door, she stretched, working a kink out of her back. Then two meaty hands appeared out of nowhere, grabbed her hair, and smashed her face into her car’s roof.
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        * * *

      

      Unacceptable, unbelievable.

      Spinning, ringing, blurring.

      Some sense of that big, meaty hand, still in her hair. Another hand, just like the first, in the small of her back. Pulling her head and shoving her spine. Pressing her pelvis into the side of her car and bringing her face beside his.

      Already, the dizziness was fading, the world returning to focus. That Abbie could taste no blood indicated her nose was intact. That was good.

      The clearer her head felt, the more her scalp began to cry out as her hair was pulled tighter and tighter. The palm in her back became the knuckles of those meaty fingers, pressing into the spine and pushing, sending waves of pain up her back.

      The breath of her assailant was minty fresh. Not a surprise. People often assumed the dental hygiene of petty criminals and hired muscle was below par. Not so, in Abbie’s experience. Most brushed twice a day, morning and night, just like the rest of us.

      Still, his knuckles pushed further into her back. His hand tugged harder at her hair until she started to wish she was bald and wore a wig. What a surprise if her hair flew away. Her assailant would have lost his balance. Abbie would have the upper hand.

      A low chuckle from her attacker. The bristles on his cheeks tickled her smooth skin. Somehow, the pain, which was fast nearing excruciating levels, did not override and make meaningless the sensation.

      Revealing his identity, her assailant said, “Oops, forgot flowers again,” and swung her forward, face first, for the second time towards the car’s roof.

      Swinging her free arms around, Abbie placed one hand over the other atop the car, so her face hit flesh rather than metal.

      Still hurt like hell. Nowhere near as bad as it could have.

      As soon as Abbie made impact, she retracted her hands, grabbing Ronson’s wrists at her skull and spine. Placing a foot on the car, she kicked back while twisting at the waist and yanking Ronson’s wrists in opposite directions.

      He was strong. Though Abbie took him by surprise, she could dislodge only one of his hands. As soon as his knuckles slid off her spine, Abbie released that wrist and elbowed Ronson’s kidney.

      With an oof, he stumbled, allowing Abbie to wrench free his other hand and spin to face him.

      He punched her in the chest.

      As she smacked her car, he kicked her in the stomach. 

      Falling, Abbie rolled, coming up at the car’s front. When he went to punch her, she knocked his hand aside. He came forward, shot a shoulder like a battering ram into her throat. As she turned to block the move, his hands came, grabbing her top, lifting her from the ground as though she weighed no more than a length of rope.

      She was in the air.

      Then on the bonnet.

      Ronson let go. She bounced.

      Hit the concrete.

      She was trying to rise. Ronson was there.

      She raised a hand as his foot came in.

      Roared in pain as he booted it like a football.

      As that hand was cast aside, Ronson punched her in the head, sending her sprawling to the floor. The moment she hit the concrete, he kicked her side, rolling her onto her back.

      With a boot, he tried to stomp her. With both hands, Abbie caught his foot. As he continued to drive it towards her, her elbows smashed the road.

      Screaming, Abbie rolled as Ronson pulled away his foot. She tried to rise. A nudge from his booted toe was enough to roll her over.

      “Looks like Kline was holding me back,” said Ronson, laughing. He came again. Abbie rolled. Dodged his foot. Her body screamed at her to stay down, and she climbed from the concrete onto unsteady feet, staggered back, turning to face her assailant.

      “Is this a Francis sanctioned attack?”

      Ronson beamed. “Nope. This is personal. You embarrassed me at the kid’s place. I couldn’t let that slide.”

      He came again. Abbie ducked a fist, but at the same time, Ronson brought the open palm of his other hand to her waist. 

      Following her meetings with the car and the concrete, Abbie was sluggish. Ronson got her jeans, gripped them in a fist, and shoved.

      On the curb, she tripped, stumbled, fell to the pavement. Rolled, reached for the gravel driveway close to, and rose.

      Ronson jumped onto the pavement.

      Abbie hurled gravel in his face, and he retreated a step. Abbie hopped forward, lifted a leg, and booted him in the chest.

      Already on the edge of the curb, Ronson tripped, went over.

      On the pavement, he tried to rise, fast, as Abbie had done. Ronson had more bulk to lift than did Abbie, and before he could get up, she had kicked him in the head.

      In the road, he rolled. This time he did rise. 

      Still smiling, he made one hand into a fist and kept the other flat, fingers spread. Having taken much more damage than him, Abbie hoped a car driving too fast and recklessly would appear and flatten Ronson.

      Better than a car, a van or a lorry. Possibly a train.

      A car did turn onto the road.

      Ronson came. Swung a fist, which she dodged, then punched her in the stomach. Then hurled her to the road. Then kicked her in the chest. Then stomped on her leg. Then stood over her with a victorious smile.

      From inside his jacket, he withdrew a knife. Gripping the hilt, he pointed the blade at Abbie. It was only three inches long. Big enough to do the kind of damage he was after. One swipe along the throat, and Abbie could be dead.

      The sirens started.

      Shocked, Ronson turned.

      Having been trained never to become distracted during a fight, Abbie swung a boot into Ronson’s inner thigh. 

      The police car was there. 

      Springing to her feet, Abbie grabbed Ronson’s fist as he regained focus on the fight.

      Too late.

      Abbie used all her strength to swing Ronson’s fist down, in an arc, towards his leg.

      A second too late, he remembered he was still holding the blade.

      “Police. Stop.”

      Ronson howled. Swinging back, he punched Abbie’s jaw and sent her reeling, spinning, crashing to the ground. 

      Cops surrounded her, their arms around her arms, dragging her up. Ronson was running. Despite the knife in his leg and the muscles he was carrying, he picked up good speed. In a second, he’d be gone.

      “Get him,” she was saying to the faceless cops. “That bastard attacked me. It was self-defence. You get him.”

      Then Sanderson was there, shoving his ID in Abbie’s face like an aggressive parent, showing a picture of his kids.

      He said, “Abbie King.”

      “Get off me,” she said, jerking away from the police. Then they had her again, and the cuffs were on her wrists, and she realised this was about more than a scrap in the street: knife attack or no knife attack.

      “Abagail King,” Sanderson tried again. “I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder.”
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      Wrists in cold cuffs, arms in careless hands, Abbie was pressed into the cramped back of a police cruiser and driven away. No one seemed to care she had an appointment to keep.

      At the station; possessions were confiscated, pictures and prints taken. Abbie watched a cop walk off with her drawstring bag (containing The Stand) and wanted to scream. Somehow kept calm. Explained she knew her rights. She didn’t want an attorney but did want to let someone know where she was.

      This request was met with dead eyes from a police officer who looked more like a convict in a stolen uniform than an actual cop. Abbie was sure he would turn her down. Perhaps give her a punch and kick for good measure.

      Instead, he nodded.

      At the phone, without her mobile and with no address book, Abbie had only two numbers worth calling. Ben made the most sense. Still angry, Abbie could not bear to hear his voice.

      She called Michael.

      “Abbie?”

      “Michael, I have to ask you to take a leap of faith. It involves risk, but there’s no one else I trust. I need your help.”

      “Anything.”

      Against her better judgement, Abbie revealed to Michael the street two down from where she had been arrested. Told him to find the black Vauxhall Insignia and knock on the driver side door.

      “The window will open. When it does, you say, Sparrow. Nothing else. The driver will hand you a bag and leave. Under no circumstances are you to look in that bag. You’re to find somewhere to hide it, but somewhere you can get it fast and bring it to me when I call.” She resisted the urge to add, if I call. “Understand?”

      “Yeah. I got it.”

      “Once it’s hidden, find Eddie Dean. You know who that is? He’s the one whose brother died last night.”

      “I know of him. How am I supposed to find him?”

      Abbie gave the address. “Find him or his wife, and warn them: Eddie must not meet Francis until he hears from me. Tell him to stay well away from The Nightingale Club. He must, must, must wait to hear from me. Tell him he doesn’t know everything. He’s in more danger than he thinks. Got it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know I’m asking a lot—“

      “No,” he said. “I want to help. You’re going after Francis, aren’t you?”

      A cough. From behind Abbie. The officer wasn’t close enough to hear her conversation. He was indicating her time was up.

      “I’ve been arrested,” she said. “I get out, that’s exactly what I’ll do. I got to go. Thank you so much for your help.”

      The policeman was there before Michael could reply. Abbie said a hurried goodbye and placed the handset back in the cradle. Turned to the convict looking police officer with the blank expression. She beamed at him.

      “I bet you have a wonderful smile,” she said. “You should give it a run out now and then.”

      Without a word, he escorted Abbie to her cell.

      It was 9.48 am.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Were all police interview rooms the same? Did the taxpayer’s dollar not permit variety? Were no police officers interested in unique flourishes? Something to set their interview rooms apart from the rest.

      In bland, boring, ununique surroundings, Abbie waited. Trying not to count down the time. Praying Michael had reached Eddie, and if not Eddie, Jess, and that Jess had reached Eddie.

      Abbie hoped she would soon be free. If she wasn’t, it wouldn’t matter how hard Eddie tried to stay clear of Francis; before the day was out, so would be his time on Earth.

      The police could hold Abbie for 24 hours without pressing charges. If they choose to exercise that right, it was over.

      Maybe she should have called Ben.

      It was 10.26 am.
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        * * *

      

      The heavy door opened, admitting Sanderson and a second officer named DS Warren. When they entered, Abbie was checking the wounds Ronson had gifted her in their most recent scuffle. At the cops’ arrival, she dropped her top, hoping they hadn’t seen.

      Yeah, right.

      Carrying a file, something in a clear plastic bag, and his trusty tape recorder, Sanderson came to the table. He and Warren took their time over pulling out their chairs and getting settled. As though Sanderson had learned nothing from his previous interaction with Abbie.

      “This is a bit embarrassing,” said Abbie as they got set up. “I considered not bringing it up, then I thought, no, they would want to know.”

      Sanderson met her eye but said nothing. It was rubbish when they refused to play along.

      “Exactly,” she said, as though Sanderson had responded. “Basically, I have a prior engagement, and it clashes with this interview you want to conduct.”

      Still nothing from the cops. Abbie held up her hands.

      “No, don’t apologise, you weren’t to know. And hey, don’t think this little meeting isn’t important to me. Sanderson, I love our time together. You, new cop, I think we’re going to get on great. I want to do this. So, how are you fitted up for tomorrow afternoon? I got a little time between five and five-thirty, between football games. You know how it is. What do you say?”

      Everything was set up. Sanderson repressed a sigh. Warren looked as though she might like to lean across the table and punch Abbie in the nose. Abbie was thankful for her resistance. Very professional.

      “Fine,” Abbie said. “You need more than half an hour, we can do the interview at the pub. Have a few drinks, a few laughs, it’ll be very productive. What do you say?”

      There was a long, long silence. Somehow, Abbie resisted breaking it.

      Sanderson said, “Are you done?”

      “You know, people often ask me that when I finish talking?”

      “Shocking.”

      Abbie laughed, then winced. Before she could stop it, her hand went to her side, where a bruise was already beginning to rise.

      Sanderson pointed as Abbie took the hand away. “We will talk about that.”

      “What’s to talk about?” Abbie said. “I was attacked at knifepoint. Beaten half to hell. You guys came along, and I managed to fight back, to put the knife into this bastard’s leg. Gave you guys a perfect chance to arrest him. Not that you were interested.”

      “We have people searching for your attacker. We’ll take your statement regarding the matter later. For now, can we begin the interview?”

      Sanderson reached for the tape. Abbie almost let him. Fears played across the back of her mind. Having played the humour card, she needed to ask something real and couldn’t tell which way it would go.

      She thought of gloved hands pulling at her things and knew it was worth the risk.

      “Stop,” she said, as Sanderson prepared to press start. 

      “We should start the tape,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to miss anything pertinent.”

      “I have a request.”

      This time Sanderson did sigh, perhaps expecting another bit. A glance at Warren told him she believed mother could be gained by indulging Abbie any longer.

      Luckily for Abbie, Sanderson ignored Warren. With a roll of the hand, he indicated Abbie should go for it. Quickly.

      “You’ve taken my bag—“

      “We have every right to search your possessions. You’re under arrest. We have a warrant. If you would like to see it—“

      “Forget your warrant,” said Abbie. “There’s a book in there. The Stand. It’s precious to me. I understand you’ll need to be thorough in your search, but I would appreciate it if you took some care when handling the book.”

      “We always take care,” said Sanderson.

      “You take a kind of care,” said Abbie. “This is serious. I’ve not asked for a lawyer. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, but you be careful with that book. I mean it.”

      Sanderson considered. In Abbie’s eyes, he must have seen her request was no joke.

      “Why is this book so precious to you?”

      Abbie considered clamming up, but what was the point? In mentioning the book, she had piqued his interest. If she refused to give him a proper reason for dreading its ruination, he would be as inclined to tell his team to go harder on it than easier.

      “It belonged to—“ Abbie almost choked on the name. Already she had to dry her eyes. “Violet. It belonged to my sister. She died a decade ago. Wasn’t even eighteen. It’s all I’ve got left of her, and I know it’s stupid but please… make them be careful.”

      Revealing all this was a risk. When speaking to Eddie in the early hours, Abbie had told him she believed most people stayed on the right side of the line to remain as innocents. This was her true belief. Most police officers were honest people just trying to do their job. They wanted to make the world a better place. As in any profession, there were vindictive bastards among their number. People who liked to hurt those they were investigating, whether said person was guilty or innocent. Abbie had met a few. She was guessing Sanderson wasn’t one. She hoped she was right.

      Sanderson watched Abbie dry her eyes again. He thought a little more, then turned to Warren.

      “Tell whoever’s searching Abbie’s bag they are to check The Stand as thoroughly as they need to, but must ensure it remains in the same condition in which they found it.”

      Warren stared at Sanderson. Believing the request to be a waste of time, she could not understand why Sanderson wished her to indulge it.

      “Please,” said Sanderson. Though he outranked Warren, it took this plea for her to rise from her seat and leave the room.

      “She’s not happy,” noted Abbie.

      “No. But she’ll do as I asked. If you’re worried.”

      “Thank you. Now, what do you need to know? I don’t think I can help but—”

      Sanderson forestalled her with a hand. “When Warren returns.”

      “That’s a waste of time. You’re getting it all on tape. Why don’t we just—“

      Forestalled her again. “When Warren returns.”

      They waited.

      It was 10.39 am.
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        * * *

      

      When Warren returned, Sanderson offered everyone a drink. Abbie said no. Warren asked for water. Sanderson left.

      When Sanderson returned, the room was silent. He placed glasses of water in front of Warren and himself. After each cop had taken a sip, in turn as though it were some kind of relay drink race, Sanderson, at last, started the tape.

      They went through the preliminaries—name of the officers, name of the accused. Abbie was again asked to confirm she was waiving her right to have an attorney present.

      “I am.”

      “You know if you can’t afford an attorney, you can make use of our duty solicitor. They are independent of the police, and it won’t cost you anything.”

      One call to Ben and Abbie would have an eye-wateringly expensive lawyer to fight her case. That was probably the smart play. She was running out of time. For some reason (she was an idiot?), she couldn’t do it.

      To Sanderson, she said, “My mother told me never to trust a freebie.”

      “Suit yourself. Shall we begin?”

      “Let’s,” said Abbie. “Let’s begin with why I’m here. After all, it’s already been established I couldn’t have killed Danny. Have you found evidence to suggest I was in any way involved?”

      “No,” said Sanderson.

      “Well, then. “

      “But we do have compelling evidence to suggest you might have killed someone else.”

      There was no denying it. That took the wind out of Abbie’s sails. All of a sudden, she was floundering. The confidence seeped away. Worse, the officers saw it. Something clutched at her heart.

      Twice before, a subject of Abbie’s prophetic dream had faced their final confrontation on the morning of day two.

      Had two just become three?

      Abbie had failed to save one of the two morning victims.

      Had one just become two?

      “Who?” she said. The police offices looked at each other. “Who?”

      They looked at her. Trying to deduce whether she was feigning surprise. Warren believed that was precisely what Abbie was doing. Sanderson seemed less sure.

      “Can you confirm for me where you were between 11 pm last night and 3 am this morning?” said Sanderson.

      Abbie stared at the detectives. Between eleven and three. Most of that time, she had been with Eddie. But Jess had seen her husband this morning. He’d gone for a walk. He’d been alive since Abbie last saw him. Definitely.

      Abbie opened her mouth to say so. Stopped herself. Sanderson raised his eyebrows.

      “Around eleven,” she said, forcing her voice into a calm tone, “I dropped off a boy named Michael at his home. Afterwards, I returned to my hotel, where I remained until around 11.40.”

      She paused. Sanderson and Warren were watching intently. Waiting for her to trip up. When she mentioned leaving the hotel, a faint look of surprise crossed both faces, plus some added annoyance on Warren’s. Abbie knew why. They had expected her to say she had been tucked in bed all night. That would have been stupid because Glenda had seen Abbie return between two and three am. The detectives had no doubt already spoken to the hotel’s owner. Abbie had no desire to lie about her whereabouts the previous night. Even if she had, she would have concocted a story that explained her absence from the hotel during these unexplained hours.

      No one interrupted. Abbie said, “At midnight, I met Eddie Dean. I was with him until shortly before I returned to my hotel, which would have been between two and three am.”

      At the mention of Eddie Dean; total surprise from both police officers. Enough to confirm Eddie was not the deceased.

      Leaning forward, jabbing the table, Abbie said, “Who’s been murdered?” 

      “Tell me,” said Sanderson. “Why would you have been with Eddie at that time of night? Or any time. Last I heard, Mr Dean believed you were responsible for Danny’s death.”

      “Well, you should work harder to keep on top of the town goss, shouldn’t you?” said Abbie.

      “What would his wife think if she knew of your midnight meeting?” added Warren.

      Frustrated, Abbie shook her head. “Jess knows. Why don’t you ring her or him and check my alibi for yourself? I think you’ll find it holds up. And while one of you is doing that, the other can tell me whose murder I’ve been arrested for. Is that not my right?”

      Sanderson and Warren looked at each other. The latter wanted to reveal nothing, but the former took charge.

      “Okay,” Sanderson said. “A deal.”

      “I don’t need to do a deal,” said Abbie. “I’m not sitting here justifying myself to you when I don’t even know what I’m supposed to have done wrong. How am I to know anyone has even been killed?”

      Warren rolled her eyes. Abbie didn’t rise to the bait.

      “I get it,” said Sanderson. “So will you listen a minute, without getting irate, and we can move things forward?”

      Abbie nodded. There was nothing to be gained in throwing up obstacles for the sake of it. Time was ticking. She needed to get out of here.

      “If you explain why you were with Eddie around midnight last night,” continued Sanderson, “we’ll get someone to verify the alibi. While that’s happening, I’ll let you know who we suspect you of murdering. How does that sound?”

      It still didn’t sound great. It required Abbie to put herself out there without guarantees. But she was the one locked up, arrested. If she didn’t do things their way, they could leave her a few hours then try again. Abbie couldn’t let that happen. If Abbie was to have any chance of saving Eddie, she had to give more than she would usually and be more honest than made her feel comfortable.

      Leaning forward, tapping the table, Abbie said, “According to Eddie, Danny Dean and Leona Roberts were having an affair. Eddie believes Leona’s responsible for Danny’s death. Either because she ordered his murder, or because Francis killed him in a jealous rage.”

      Warren whistled. Sanderson said, “Well, that is some—“

      This time it was Abbie employing the forestalling hand. “Don’t get distracted. I’m here to explain my alibi. I’ve no interest in discussing Eddie’s theories.”

      Unhappy with this push back, Warren was ready to argue. After touching his colleague’s arm, Sanderson nodded for Abbie to continue.

      “Eddie asked to meet me last night. Until we were together, he didn’t reveal he was taking me to a bungalow he believed belonged to Leona. Only when we arrived did I realise he planned to confront her. He figured I’d help protect him if she brought heavies, hence the invite. Instead, I talked him down. Persuaded him he had nothing to gain and everything to lose. After that, we talked, and it turned out there would have been no confrontation anyway because Leona wasn’t there when we arrived, nor did she turn up.”

      Abbie sat back. Allowed this to sink in. She had been creative with the truth. No outright lies had been told, but there were some pretty grievous omissions. She had confessed to going to the bungalow but had not mentioned that they broke in. Admitted that Eddie sought a confrontation but had not revealed Eddie’s desire to kill Leona. She had omitted entirely any mention of the money or Leona’s baby. None of this was pertinent to Abbie’s alibi, and she didn’t want to get Eddie in trouble.

      “Well,” she said, after a period of silence, “are you going to check it out?”

      Nodding, Sanderson looked to Warren. “We have the Deans’ number on file. Get someone to call to verify the alibi. If they have the same story as Abbie, we can get them down to make a formal statement later on.”

      Warren rose. Left. Abbie resisted the urge to breathe a sigh of relief. There was still time. Even if Michael failed to get hold of Eddie, maybe the police would. Once they asked for him to verify Abbie’s alibi, he would know she was in prison. Surely such knowledge would dissuade him from visiting the Nightingale. From meeting Francis.

      “Now your turn,” said Abbie. “Who did I supposedly murder.”

      Sanderson finger-drummed the table. If he tried to put Abbie off again, if he so much as told her she had to wait until Warren returned, Abbie was likely to lose her cool. Right now, that was not something she could afford to do. Pressing her palms flat on the table, she took a breath and demanded calm of herself.

      “Okay,” said Sanderson.

      After drumming his fingers on the table again, he flipped open his file. From within, he produced an A4 photograph. He considered it a second, then slipped it onto the table towards Abbie.

      “That was taken on a small common about five miles from where we now sit,” said Sanderson. “A young lady found the victim while walking her dog this morning around seven am. As you can imagine, she was in quite a bit of shock.”

      Abbie could imagine. The body was on its back, limbs spread, eyes wide with what appeared to be terror. Maybe regret. The pale white skin contrasted with the dark red blood, which soaked into the vibrant green grass.

      “Multiple stab wounds,” said Sanderson. “Like Danny.”

      “Not the same,” said Abbie, without thinking.

      “You don’t think so?”

      “I don’t, and neither do you.”

      “Go on,” Sanderson said, nodding at the picture. 

      “Danny’s killer didn’t know what they were doing. Their stabs were wild, thoughtless. The signs of an emotional rather than a professional killer.”

      Sanderson tapped the photograph. “And this?”

      “More methodical. Multiple stab wounds, but you have stomach, heart, throat. The stomach’s an easy target. Hit there first to slow the victim down. At that point, a stab to the heart or throat would finish the job quick. Both reveals her anger.”

      “Her?”

      Abbie looked up, met Sanderson’s eye. There was no point lying about it—nothing to be gained by hiding what she knew.

      “I didn’t kill him,” said Abbie.

      “Not saying you—“

      “But I know who did,” Abbie interjected. “I know who killed Travis.”

      It was 10.54 am.
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      Again, Warren reentered. The water was all gone. Sanderson offered no one a drink.

      “Come on then,” he said to Abbie. “Let’s have it.”

      Warren was confused. She didn’t know what she’d missed. Abbie’s claim that she knew who killed Travis. That gave Abbie some small satisfaction.

      Directing her answer to Sanderson, Abbie laid out her thought process.

      Some of it anyway.

      “I’m not here as a courtesy,” said Abbie. “I’m under arrest, so you must have what you believe to be compelling evidence that I killed Travis. What’s that? You know I was out of my hotel at the appropriate times, but why ask Glenda about me in the first place? I can only assume you traced Travis’ movements last night back to Clarissa, from who you learned how I came to find Travis to reclaim my Eastenders book late yesterday evening.”

      Sanderson tapped the plastic bag on the table, slid it towards Abbie. Inside was the black book Abbie had yesterday filled with names she had found after a Wikipedia search.

      “This book?” said Sanderson.

      “That’s the one,” said Abbie.

      Having earlier checked the book, Sanderson from memory recited the first few names. “Jake Wood, Scott Maslen, Patsy Palmer, Steve McFadden.”

      “Eastenders actors,” said Abbie. “I told you yesterday about my nightmares. From them, I often wake in the grips of anxiety. To stop anxiety becoming panic and panic becoming a panic attack, I often travel to new towns for a couple of days. Meet new people. Get wrapped up in murder investigations, that sort of thing.”

      Sanderson did not laugh at the joke. Neither did Warren. Abbie continued.

      “Any sufferer of anxiety will tell you it pays to have more than one method of combatting panic attacks. One of mine is filling books with the names of characters from popular soap operas. From memory, if I can. I smash it with Eastenders and Emmerdale. I’m crap with Coronation Street. I don’t know why.”

      After hiding the actual black book in the hotel, Abbie had returned to her room, opened Wikipedia, and started writing down Eastenders actors in a new book. How glad she was to have taken the time. That book, full of the names of actors from a soap opera Abbie had enjoyed in her early teens, might just be her get out of jail free card.

      “Travis stole this,” said Sanderson, tapping the book. “He believed it contained incriminating evidence.”

      “He did,” said Abbie. “He used it to try solicit naked pictures from me. You’ve seen the texts?”

      Sanderson nodded.

      “Travis was an idiot,” said Abbie. “Sorry to speak ill of the dead, but it wasn’t just me he’d robbed. Did Clarissa tell you about his relationship with Francis?”

      Sanderson had planned to push on the book. Something nagged at him. Told him there had to be more to it than Abbie had revealed, but what could he do? It was full of Eastenders actors. Full stop. Beyond instinct, he had no reason to disbelieve Abbie’s account.

      At the mention of Francis, both Warren and Sanderson leaned forward.

      “Clarissa mentioned a bag,” said Sanderson. “She was cagey and upset about the boy’s death. It was difficult to get much sense from her. Why don’t you fill us in?”

      Abbie was glad to. Without mentioning Clarissa and Michael’s involvement, she filled the detectives in on the job Travis had performed for Francis: stealing Leona’s bag.

      “And why would Francis do that?” asked Warren.

      Abbie shrugged. “One can only speculate, but it makes me think about Eddie’s claim that Danny and Leona were sleeping together.”

      Falling quiet, Abbie let the officers draw their own conclusions surrounding this. She saw no reason to mention her belief that Francis cared not about the affair. Rather about the potential baby.

      Having given Sanderson and Warren enough time to draw their conclusions, Abbie leaned in again.

      “Travis tried to blackmail Francis, but Francis wasn’t having any of it. He, Travis, then tried to blackmail me, but I found him, took back what he stole, then embarrassed him by chucking him out of Clarissa’s place. What do you think that would do to this particular teen?” Abbie shrugged again. “I don’t know, but I reckon it might make him reckless and desperate to prove, to himself, that he could make a plan work. He would still be thinking blackmail, and having struck out with Francis and me, where would he go next?”

      Once more, she gave them enough time to process this and start making conclusions, then hit them again.

      “You knew Travis had stolen from me, and I’d thrown him out of Clarissa’s place a couple of hours before someone killed him,” she said. “You knew I was out of my hotel around the time he died, but that isn’t enough to arrest me. You must have something else. One more thing which you might see as the final nail in my coffin.”

      Raising a hand, Abbie lifted her hair, waved it in front of the cops, hinting at her guess.

      “A witness,” she said. “They didn’t see me because I wasn’t there. They must have seen someone and reported what they saw to the police. What might they have seen that could have led to my arrest? My guess: a tall, slim woman with dark hair leaving the scene of the crime. Now, I don’t know what Leona looks like. If you did receive such a witness statement, I could have a good guess.”

      Before Warren or Sanderson could so much as consider this, there was a knock at the door, and a constable entered. Rising with a glare at Abbie, as though she had caused the interruption, Warren went to greet the arrival.

      They whispered for thirty seconds. Abbie tried to ignore the throbbing in her side, brought on by Ronson’s boot. Tried not to worry about what the constable was saying. Did he get through to Jess or Eddie? Was he telling Warren that Abbie’s alibi had been verified or that they might as well keep her until tomorrow because no one could find the Deans?

      Warren returned. Sanderson looked her way.

      “Well?”

      Warren nodded. Abbie resisted the urge to puff out a breath in relief. Which was lucky because Warren followed her nod by saying to Sanderson, “We need to talk outside.”

      Sanderson looked to Abbie, who said, “Don’t worry about me. I’ll see myself out.”

      Sanderson rose. “We’ll be back soon.”

      “No, no, no,” said Abbie. Her cool escaping. Before she could grab the reins, it was gone. “You can’t leave. I have an alibi. I haven’t done anything wrong. I didn’t kill Travis.”

      “We’ll be back soon,” said Sanderson.

      Before Abbie could argue, both he and Warren were gone.

      Abbie was alone, with no idea what would happen next.

      It was 11.06 am.
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        * * *

      

      The clock would not stop ticking.

      Abbie spent almost all her days and nights alone. Mostly, she was used to it. Usually, it was fine. She liked her own company.

      In that interview room, after Sanderson and Warren departed, it was like torture.

      Having feared one loose piece would bring tumbling to the ground her house of cards, circumstance had now set Abbie's house ablaze. Of her plans to stop Francis at midday and, in doing so, save Eddie, all that remained was ash.

      This town had brought Abbie's past back to her like a reversing truck, travelling way too fast. Abbie hadn't moved quickly enough to escape being crushed.

      Memories of Violet, Paul, her parents, and her baby continued to tumble through Abbie's mind like a landslide. Overlaying these were questions pertaining to today.

      Had Michael reached Eddie in time, or was the dad-to-be even now travelling to meet Francis?

      Having stabbed Travis to death in a moment of rage, where would Leona turn next?

      Was Ronson still on the loose, looking for Abbie, ready to try again to kill her?

      Could Abbie save Eddie, save Bobby, save Michael?

      Was it already too late?

      With Abbie on the edge of madness, of hurling furniture at the walls and screaming into the void, Sanderson returned.

      Upon entering the room, he saw only a placid Abbie, sat in her chair, her palms flat on the table.

      To the detective, Abbie said, "Nice coffee break, was it?"

      Without responding, Sanderson sat. Gone were the files and the bag. Gone was the tape recorder. He crossed one leg over the other. He tapped his chin, but, unlike the tie adjustment, this didn't feel like a game. This was contemplation. Sanderson was unsure.

      "Jessica Dean confirmed your alibi," he said at last. "We were unable to speak with Eddie. Jessica tells us he went for a walk early this morning and has yet to return. She confirmed he went after Leona last night. She fears he's gone after her again. Though she didn’t say as much, I believe her greatest fear is not that Eddie is looking for Leona, but that he has already found her.”

      "Let's hope he hasn’t," said Abbie. "After all, we know what Leona's capable of."

      Sanderson looked to the table, to where had lain the photo of Travis' body, though it was no longer there.

      "Leona is tall and slim, with dark hair," said Sanderson. "In fact, the two of you bear a striking resemblance."

      "But I'm prettier, right?"

      "I believe Mrs Roberts was once a model," said Sanderson.

      "I don't like what you're implying."

      Ignoring this, Sanderson continued, “We can confirm someone who shares physical characteristics with Leona killed Travis, and we can probably get Clarissa to confess Travis had stolen Leona's bag. That's enough to bring Mrs Roberts in, but she'll have an alibi."

      "So you don't think she's guilty?" said Abbie.

      "Not what I said," said Sanderson. "Francis will click his fingers, and seventeen alibis will appear as if from nowhere. Wonderful trick. Like a magician. She's a clever woman. There'll be no evidence on the body."

      "No offence," said Abbie, thinking of Eddie, "but that isn't my problem."

      "No, I don't suppose it is," said Sanderson. 

      Reading the detective's expression, Abbie waited for the other shoe to drop.

      "Except you're here until at least tomorrow unless I decide to let you go," he said. "So, I can make it your problem."

      "Following my alibi, you have no grounds to hold me."

      "I'm sure I can think of something."

      "Fine," said Abbie. "Then I've changed my mind. I'd like to contact my attorney, and please remember, I understand my rights. You try to put off contacting my representation, I will report you the second I get out of this cell. Be that in ten minutes or ten hours."

      There was a moment of silence, during which detainer and detainee locked eyes. Then Sanderson closed his and released a long, beleaguered breath.

      "Francis and Leona Roberts are poison," he said. "They are tearing the soul out of my town. I want to stop them."

      "Like I said, not my problem."

      "And yet, we have two murders which are tearing innocent families apart, and we have a corrupt, vile couple implicated in both. Then there's you, tangled in the middle, and you say it's wrong place, wrong time, but how come I don't quite buy that? Same way I don't quite buy that what Travis stole from you was this book full of Coronation Street actors, or that you drove here on a whim following a nightmare?"

      Abbie looked Sanderson dead in the eye and raised two fingers.

      "Two things," she said before dropping the hand. "One, I'm done answering your questions. I want my attorney. And, two, it was Eastenders, not Coronation Street. I told you I was rubbish at Corrie; are you trying to upset me by opening these old wounds?"

      "If only I found it so easy to joke about murder and the destruction of peoples lives," said Sanderson.

      "Comes with practice," said Abbie.

      Sanderson opened his mouth. If he tried to ask her another question, Abbie would ask again for her attorney. She didn't have time to play his games. Not any more. 

      But he had no more questions. He rose.

      "You don't need your attorney," he said. "I'll sign your release papers immediately. Within five minutes, someone will be here to let you go. They'll bring your things. The Stand is unharmed like I promised."

      "Thank you," said Abbie. If Sanderson was expecting anything further, he was set to be disappointed. This was a precarious situation. It seemed to be going in the right direction. Abbie feared pushing it back the other way. She did not want to ring Ben and request a lawyer and wouldn't unless Sanderson gave her no other choice.

      "I'm going after Leona," said Sanderson. "But I know you're involved in this. I advise you to get out of town. Leave, and don't ever come back."

      Tapping the table, he said, "I think if I ever see you again, I'll be able to arrest you a second time. And if I do, I doubt you'll be getting out so quickly."

      Turning, he left without Abbie saying a word. 

      She checked her watch.

      It was 11.42 am.
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      Noon. And someone seemed to have sapped the sun of its power. It hung high above, limp. Despite its presence, the day was gloomy, and there was little warmth to be found at ground level.

      Abbie shivered. Goosebumps prickled along her skin, but as well as the cold on the outside, internal shivers rippled across her heart. Shivers of impending failure.

      The Nightingale was only a couple of minutes away. For the sixth time, Abbie put the phone to her ear and listened to it ring. Squeezing her eyes shut, she wished for Michael to answer. Unfortunately, she wasn’t wearing Dorothy’s magic slippers. Tapping her heels wouldn’t prevent the call from once more going to voicemail.

      This time, she left a message.

      “Michael, please answer, I’m worried about you.”

      This was true. Ben was obsessive about security. It had been a moment of madness, asking Michael to meet the man who was due to deliver Abbie a weapon. 

      Following their conversation, Michael would have given the correct code word at the window of the black Vauxhall. In response, would the driver have handed over the package or drawn his gun, shot Michael in the chest, and sped away?

      If the latter, rage and misery would consume Abbie. No dream nor nightmare could tempt her to save another life until she had found, tortured, and murdered Ben.

      But Ben wouldn’t have. Surely not.

      The phone was still to her ear. Abbie chose to carry on as though she knew Michael were alive. As though he was just being a teen, letting his important duties slip so he could get pissed or play video games or touch himself.

      “You have to ring me now. Right now,” Abbie said. “You’ve grown up without a dad. You know how much that hurt. Eddie’s going to be a father; he wants to be there for his kid, as all fathers should be. Please, Michael, if you didn’t manage to warn him to stay away from Francis, I need to know. If you have the package, and Eddie hasn’t been warned, I need it now. You need to call me now. Help me save Eddie’s life. Don’t let another kid grow up without a dad.”

      Hanging up, she stuffed the phone in her pocket and tried to ignore the guilt which crept through her body.

      What if Eddie died? Saving his life was Abbie’s responsibility. It had been her job to collect the gun and to get everything ready at the Nightingale. It had been her job to find Eddie. Letting Ronson sneak up on her was a stupid blunder. Getting arrested was unforgivable.

      She’d put too much on Michael. Maybe he had collapsed beneath the pressure. After this call, how would he feel if Eddie died? How could she have heaped such potential life-defining guilt upon the boy when the only one to blame would be her?

      Stop it. Don’t think about Michael now. Focus.

      Turning a corner, Abbie entered the street on which was situated The Nightingale. Thirty seconds up the road was the nightclub’s front door.

      It was 12.03.
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        * * *

      

      Packed as it was with industrial units and night clubs, the street was all but deserted. The only man in sight was young, maybe early twenties. He had little hair, and what there was of it, he had bleached blonde. Wearing all black, he shivered even in his heavy coat. His agitation was evident.

      Abbie had no idea who he was. It did not take a genius to discern in front of whose door he stood.

      Before he turned her way, noted her presence, Abbie disappeared into the doorway of another closed venue. Removing her phone, she stared at the screen. Once more, Abbie phoned Eddie. Once more, she phoned Michael. Neither answered. Possibly Michael was asleep; Eddie was at home, curled up with Jess. Abbie didn’t believe it. If Micheal had reached Eddie, surely one of them would have phoned her? Why hadn’t Eddie called anyway?

      It didn’t matter. There was no time to track down Michael and find out what he’d done. No time to check if Eddie was home. The clock continued to tick. Abbie had to assume Eddie was in the night club and act accordingly.

      Abbie thought about the man on the door. From Francis, he would have received strict instructions. If the police showed, he would warn Francis via a pre-arranged signal then distract the cops while Francis removed anything incriminating from the building. Guns, drugs, bleeding bodies; those kinds of things. As such, Blondie might be carrying a blade, certainly not a firearm. If anyone unwanted besides the police arrived at the door, Blondie would be expected to use menace and persuasion to convince them to go away. If that didn’t work, he would stab them in the gut and drag them inside, where they would be added to the pile of incriminating evidence.

      The first question was: how competent was Blondie? Francis would trust him to a degree, but surely his most trusted people were inside, armed and watching over his presumably not so reasonable chat with Eddie. There was a chance, therefore, that Abbie might be able to count on Blondie as someone easily distracted from his duties. Especially in the presence of an attractive woman.

      The second question was whether Francis had warned Blondie to be on particular lookout for someone matching Abbie’s description. This was possible, if unlikely. Certainly, Francis would have had no picture he could show to Blondie. At worst, he would have warned the younger man to watch out for a woman who looked like his wife but who had probably never been a model. Even in such a scenario, Blondie might lose sight of his instructions if Abbie approached in the right way.

      Abbie hated working on hunches. Because of Ronson’s inconsiderate attack and Sanderson’s inconvenient arrest, Abbie had had no time to reconnoitre the building, meaning the direct approach was her only approach. She was making educated guesses about Blondie, but there was always a chance he would draw a gun and put a clip’s worth of bullets in Abbie’s chest the moment he saw her.

      Unfortunately, that was a risk she had to take. Every moment spent trying to second guess what might happen or making plans she should have made earlier was a second wasted, and she possibly only had a handful of seconds left at all.

      Abbie checked her watch, brushed her hair from her face and tugged the hem of her top, ensuring it was pulled tight. She tried to picture what a seductive walk might look like. When that was a complete failure, she stepped out of the doorway, turned, and approached Blondie.

      It was 12.07 pm.
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        * * *

      

      With five steps taken, and roughly thirty to go, Blondie looked up and noted the approaching Abbie.

      Eye contact made, Abbie had no choice but to act. With distance ruling out attack, her only option was enticement. She didn’t have to distract him for long. Five seconds might be enough.

      With their eyes locked, Abbie gave what she hoped was an inviting but shy smile. The kind of smile that said, Oh my God, I’ve just made eye contact with a handsome man, I hope he’s either romantically free or happy to conduct an illicit affair.

      Naturally, this was a difficult smile to nail. Whether Abbie did so or not didn’t matter. How Blondie responded would reveal to Abbie how difficult he would be to pass. With that knowledge, she could act accordingly.

      If Blondie was more professional than Abbie had given him credit for, he would not smile but would hold a straight face. Though Abbie might not look threatening, Blondie would stand tall and puff out his chest in an effort to look imposing. If he had a weapon, he would go for it. If he didn’t, he might put his hand in his jacket anyway, to pretend.

      Any of these actions would worry Abbie. She would need to think fast, pivot, and decide how she was to get near and overcome the bouncer.

      Their gazes locked. Abbie smiled what she hoped was an inviting smile and waited. Nervous.

      And Blondie flashed a smile right back.

      Ducking her head, looking away as though embarrassed, Abbie forced her smile to widen. Still approaching Blondie, now only a few feet away, Abbie waved. 

      Like an idiot, he raised a hand to wave back. Opened his mouth to say something. Probably how pretty she was.

      Before he could speak, Abbie put a hand on the nape of his neck, pulled close and looked him dead in the eyes.

      He stared, his own eyes wide, his jaw slack—what a mug.

      Abbie edged back a step.

      “It’s you,” she said. 

      Though they’d never met, he smiled and said, “Hello.”

      As Abbie had approached, Blondie had moved further across the pavement, towards the road. Abbie twisted to put the club at his back. The darkened door was recessed, creating a metre long tunnel of brick walls beneath a concrete overhang. Placing a hand on Blondie’s chest, Abbie edged him towards the door and turned him to put his back to the wall.

      One hand still on his chest, she stroked his cheek with the other.

      Blondie was terrible at his job. Only death would ensure his escape from the unemployment office once this day was done. From what Abbie knew of Francis, Blondie’s failure was as likely to result in a coffin as it was a P45.

      “You’re perfect,” Abbie said. And really, he was.

      The idiot gaped. Then beamed.

      Then Abbie punched him three times in the face.

      Three rapid-fire jabs, her middle knuckle extended beyond the rest—as much strength as she could muster in a tight space.

      Each smack hit the bullseye—his nose. With a roar of pain, he arched back, bringing his hands to his face. In doing so, he smacked his head off the brickwork, which caused him by instinct to jerk forward once more. 

      Abbie met him in the middle. A vicious headbutt caused his skull to crunch the brickwork again and blood to explode from his nose and mouth.

      Abbie stepped to the side, out of the arch, which had the dual effect of helping her avoid most of the blood splatter and putting her in a position to grab the back of his head.

      Clasping it between two hands, Abbie brought her knee into his stomach once, twice, three times. Then rammed his head forward with all her might into the brick wall.

      More blood.

      Blondie The Crap Bouncer crumpled, and Abbie leaned forward to ensure he collapsed against the door.

      Dropping to her knees, she routed through his jacket. Found no gun but a lighter and a three-inch blade much like the one with which Ronson had tried to kill her.

      It wasn’t much. For the time being, it would have to do.

      Rising, nudging the idiot to make sure he was out, Abbie reached forward and tried the door. 

      Unlocked. It opened inwards.

      Abbie pushed the door and went inside.
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      Abbie entered through the darkened door into a lobby that offered a desk for collecting from patrons an extortionate cover charge, a hatch concealing a tiny cloakroom, and two sets of double doors, each featuring two circular cabin style windows. 

      Through one double door set, Abbie spied the nightclub’s primary bar, a door marked STAFF ONLY, and an arch leading to toilets and an outdoor smoking area. A floor-to-ceiling partition extended out from the main wall, boxing in booths and blocking the majority of the dance floor from Abbie’s view. If Eddie stood on the dance floor, with or without company, Abbie couldn’t tell. She suspected at least one person was on the dance floor. Behind the bar stood a bald-headed, crinkle suited man, his hands palm down on the flat surface, a black pistol between those hands. The way he stared ahead indicated he was looking at someone rather than gazing into space. Hanging over the booths, Abbie could see the underside of what could only be a balcony. 

      Barging onto the dance floor with no gun and against an unknown number of enemies, all of whom would likely be armed, was suicide. Instead, Abbie retreated to the second set of double doors, through which she found a flight of stairs. 

      This place was home turf to Francis. He was meeting Eddie and would expect no problems. As such, he was unlikely to have left anyone on the balcony for extra protection. Just in case, Abbie took the stairs without making a sound. At the halfway point was a turn. Peaking around the corner, Abbie could see no one waiting above. Drawing her blade, ready to pounce, she proceeded onto the balcony.

      It was a small space. A couple of booths at the far end, a small bar on the back wall, a few stools. A railing prevented drunken idiots tumbling onto the dance floor and cracking their skulls. It would do little to prevent an assailant pushing or hurling someone over, drunk or sober, to much the same effect.

      Abbie had been wrong in second-guessing Francis. Another man in another crinkled suit, this one with greying black hair, stood with his hands on the railing, his back to the bar and to the stairs from which Abbie had just emerged. Like the man at the bar below, he would be armed. His gun would be concealed inside his jacket and within easy reach should trouble arise.

      At the top of the stairs, Abbie could hear movement from the dance floor. Footsteps, but no voices. Someone paced restlessly. Without approaching the railing, Abbie was unable to confirm Eddie’s presence below. She suspected he was there, but she had suspected the balcony would be devoid of Francis’ goons. If Eddie was below, how many more armed men stood with him? And was Francis one of them?

      To the latter question, Abbie thought, No. The silence indicated waiting. Given the power he held in this town, Francis was unlikely to fear Eddie. That did not mean he didn’t like to play games. As it stood, every second Eddie spent in the company of these frightening, armed men, he would be growing further and further agitated, more and more afraid. Before long, Eddie would reach peak fear, at which point Francis would appear and make that peak seem like a trough before the mountain of terror to come.

      Abbie needed to get a lay of the land. She also needed to attack from below without fear of being shot from above. That meant dispatching the balcony guard.

      He was but one man, and Abbie had the element of surprise. As with Blondie outside, Abbie was convinced she could render Balcony Guard unconscious following a short physical confrontation with relative ease. The trouble was, she had to dispatch this one without alerting those below. A fight was out of the question. Taking Balcony Guard out at the railing was also far too risky; his sudden disappearance might be noticed. Abbie needed Balcony Guard to leave the railing. Once he was out of sight of those below, she could deal with him.

      Silently.

      No small ask, then.

      There would be risk involved. To get Balcony Guard to move from the railing, Abbie would have to arouse his suspicions that someone was up here with him. The only way to do that was to make a sound. Of course, any sound would arouse his suspicion. The key was striking a balance. Too quiet, and he might not hear; too loud, and he would become convinced a threat existed and might alert those below. Abbie needed to find that perfect middle spot, where Balcony Guard believed he had probably imagined the noise, but decided to check, just to put his mind at ease. Without mentioning his worries to his colleagues.

      Having little time to plot and plan, Abbie knew she had to go for it. Stepping off the top step, she crept behind the man’s back to where a waist height swing door allowed for easy access behind the bar. Reaching this, Abbie eased back the door, taking great care, knowing the slightest squeak of the hinges might cause Balcony Guard to turn. She wasn’t yet ready to grab his attention.

      The swing door was soundless. Abbie eased herself down, crouching on her haunches, facing the bar with the swing door held open by her back. She could no longer see Balcony Guard. Nor would he be able to see her when he turned. If all went well, he wouldn’t see her until he was within a couple of feet of where he would expect to see the swing door and where Abbie now crouched. By that point, it would be too late.

      Still, Abbie could hear pacing on the dance floor. Otherwise, the nightclub was almost silent. Next to but behind Abbie was a fridge within which stood numerous bottles of white wine, all of which were attached to outrageous prices. A rubber seal between the fridge and its door kept in the cool air. Twisting, Abbie placed one hand atop the fridge and, with the other, took the door handle. Black plastic. Cold. Taking a deep breath, she pulled.

      The rubber seal resisted. Abbie applied a little extra pressure. The door opened.

      A sucking sound preceded a pop as Abbie thwarted the seal. Inside, a couple of bottles jostled. Abbie closed the fridge.

      At first, there was nothing. Abbie wondered if Balcony Guard was turning his head, was examining the bar, wondering what had happened. While imagining this, Abbie withdrew from her pocket Blondie’s knife and extended the blade. 

      Seconds passed. Nothing happened. Balcony Guard was no doubt telling himself the fridge could not have opened, and what did it mean if it had? A trap? Why would it be a trap?

      Abbie prepared to turn and open the fridge again. To give enticing the guard another chance.

      As her body twisted and her hand reached for the handle, she heard Balcony Guard’s hands relinquish the railing, then the soft step of careful feet approaching the bar.

      While crossing the balcony, the guard went to his jacket and took hold of his gun. Abbie heard the rustle of material as he found it, gripped it, removed it. If he caught Abbie lurking, he would probably not shoot to kill without hesitation. More likely, he would stand back, point the gun at her head, and shout to those below that he had found an intruder.

      Abbie didn’t intend to let things get that far. 

      His feet grew nearer. Abbie listened, trying to gauge where he was by the increasing volume of his steps. She waited until he stopped. Heard him edge a step back and knew he was planning to move away from the bar in a semi-circle, his gun pointed towards where the swing door would come into view.

      A second step back.

      Abbie stepped forward as she rose. Within a couple of inches, she had deciphered where he would be, only by listening to his steps. 

      His gun was a little off target. As he adjusted his aim, he opened his mouth to shout, and his eyes widened as Abbie darted forward.

      She had her empty hand raised, palm up, as though she wanted to surrender. Too late, he saw her second hand wasn’t so empty.

      Snapping her empty palm down, she grabbed the gun, twisted it in a circle, bringing his finger off the trigger, then yanked the weapon free.

      At the same time, she shoved the knife deep into his larynx and corkscrewed the blade, shredding any hopes he had of shouting a warning to his comrades.

      The hand in which she now held a gun, Abbie bought to Balcony Guard’s back. As he died, he fell. Using her hand, shoulder, legs, Abbie eased him soundlessly to the ground, where he continued to bleed, continued to die. 

      Leaving the knife, Abbie edged away from Balcony Guard, holding his gun and lamenting the ruining of yet another top. This one less than a day old.

      Once upon a time, Abbie might also have lamented the murder of a man she had no evidence had so much as stolen a penny sweet. But indecision could be deadly. This man was armed and worked for Francis. Abbie had made her choice. She had to live with it. Hopefully, Eddie would live because of it. 

      There was no time to stop or slow down. Keeping low, rounding the dead Balcony Guard, Abbie moved to the edge of the balcony. She needed to know what she was up against. 

      On the dance floor below, Eddie paced restlessly between two men. Kline still bore the bruises from his altercation with Abbie. The other man was a tall stranger with a shock of red hair. Both men carried guns. Both weapons were exposed and intentionally in plain view of the ever more frightened Eddie. 

      As Abbie reached the balcony’s edge, now flat on her stomach, peeking under the railing, the STAFF ONLY door opened, and a man who could only be Francis entered. 

      He was young, mid-thirties. Handsome, with dark hair and dark eyes. Smooth, tanned skin. Like his staff, Francis wore a suit. Not a single crease blemished his, and it must have cost more than the rest of the clothing in the building combined, as it was perfectly tailored. 

      As this man approached Eddie, his smile was easy, his confidence evident.

      Abbie thought there was murder in his eyes.

      She knew time was almost up.
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      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” said the man who was probably Francis. “I’m a busy man. Plenty to do. Hope I’m not keeping you from anything?”

      Down the stairs. Fast. Silent. Okay, not entirely silent, but who knew how long remained? Ten minutes? A minute? Ten seconds? Five?

      “It’s about the money, Francis. About Danny’s debt.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, Abbie slipped through the door into the lobby, turned, rushed past the desk where patrons were expected to pay for a night of fun to the doors which led into the main bar area. Through the glass panel, she could see Francis’ guy, palms down on the bar, smiling like a sociopath. Abbie couldn’t see his gun. Knew it was between those hands. From her pocket, she drew her knife, which she had retrieved from Balcony Guard’s throat. Held it tight in her fist—blade towards the door. The gun, stolen from the guard’s death grip, she clasped in her other hand, by her side.

      “Don’t worry about the money,” said confirmed-Francis. “Forget the debt.”

      Eddie gasped. He was shocked. Abbie wasn’t. Something had changed last night. Francis knew the truth. Or he didn’t. He might only suspect, but Eddie’s meeting request had driven a change of approach. It was an opportunity too good to pass up. If so, if Eddie died, it would be Abbie’s fault.

      “Forget the debt?” said Eddie. His voice trembled with both hope and fear.

      Abbie put her hand on the double door, began to ease it silently open.

      “Forget it,” reiterated Francis. “In lieu of cash, my friends here will ensure you endure several hours of excruciating pain. Then I’ll put a bullet through your brain.” Abbie could almost hear the monster’s broad grin. “No one will ever find your body.”

      Abbie stepped through the door, holding it open with her knife hand, as Eddie garbled, trying to process what he had heard.

      Hand still on the door, Abbie took another step. While pointing her gun at the Barman’s head, she moved to bring Redhead and half of Francis into view. The protruding booth wall still hid both Eddie and Kline from Abbie.

      At Abbie’s final step, Barman’s peripheral vision revealed to him a newcomer. He twisted his head, and Abbie did as Francis had threatened to do to Eddie, putting a bullet through Barman’s brain.

      Redhead spun. Abbie fired three times and dropped him. Now stepping towards the bar, she swung her gun to Francis and fired again.

      Francis was turning. Kline was moving. The latter grabbed the former and yanked him aside as Abbie fired. The bullet hit the wall.

      At the same time, Kline twice pulled his own trigger. Abbie avoided losing her throat and an eye by diving behind the bar.

      Keeping low, Abbie moved, stopping above Barman’s body. His gun remained on the bar. Abbie didn’t risk going for it. From the dead man’s jacket, she extracted a spare magazine containing nine rounds. She traded it for her own, which was almost spent.

      “Abbie? Is that you, Abbie? She knows where the money is. We can give you your money.”

      Eddie finished speaking then cried out. A clunk indicated Kline had pistol-whipped him. This duo plus Francis would be grouped together, Kline aiming for the bar. Francis would have a gun on Eddie. If Abbie rose, Kline and Francis could fire simultaneously.

      Something needed to happen. Somehow, Abbie needed to change the dynamic.

      A gun fired. Above Abbie’s head but a metre along, two bottles of suspended vodka exploded. Clear liquid and shattered glass rained to the floor.

      “Abbie?” mused Francis. “You must be the lovely lady who embarrassed two of my guys. In fact, so embarrassed was Ronson he refused to report for duty today. Luckily, Kline is more professional.”

      Another bang. This time two whiskey bottles exploded on Abbie’s other side. More glass and liquid rained to the ground.

      “I like a strong woman,” said Francis. “My wife is a ferocious lady, as you seem to be. I thought you were just protecting that stupid kid Travis, so I let you be. Now you come here, kill at least two of my men—and probably four, given the guys I posted on the door and balcony aren’t intervening—and interrupt a business meeting. I hope you understand; I cannot let that slide.”

      Abbie said, “Oh, I understand.”

      “You’ll have to share a grave with Eddie here. Will that be agreeable?”

      “Tell him where the money is,” Eddie interjected.

      “Yeah, Abbie, tell me where the money is.” Francis spoke with a laugh in his voice.

      “Will you let us go if I do?”

      “Could I let you go?” Francis retorted. “Or is your heart set on ending my life?”

      This was a valid point. Abbie almost smiled.

      “The money,” she said, “is in one of your safes. I assume the same one from which it was taken. And you won’t leave this club alive.”

      Francis laughed. To Eddie or Kline, he said, “I like her. She’s smart.”

      Another shot. More bottles exploded. Abbie ducked. Covered her head with her hands. Shards of glass littered her back. Stinking booze soaked her already blood stained top. When she pulled her hand away, the back of one was cut. Blood ran down to her wrist and dropped to the floor. Pain roared through the wound as whiskey seeped in.

      “This won’t end the way you want,” said Francis.

      Abbie was moving. Keeping below bar top level but on her feet, so the shattered glass which covered the floor didn’t slice her palms or knees, she moved to the far end of the bar from where she had entered. Here was another swing door. Beyond that: the wall and STAFF ONLY door through which Francis had first appeared.

      “We hear you moving,” said Francis. “What exactly is the game plan?”

      Abbie would never have responded to the question. Still, she wished she knew the answer.

      Whatever she did, it would have to be soon. Static indecision only brought Eddie closer to death. Francis would quickly grow tired of the standoff and was in a good position to shoot Eddie and leave.

      At the end of the bar, Abbie placed her knife-wielding hand against the swing door. Her gun she pointed to the bar’s other end, at a run of suspended spirits that Kline had failed to shatter. When she pulled the trigger, the thug would be distracted only for a second. Abbie would have to act immediately. She would have only one chance.

      “Come out now,” Francis. was saying, “or I put a bullet in Eddie’s head.”

      Abbie pulled the trigger.

      Someone kicked through the double doors.

      Bottles shattered.

      Abbie rolled through the swing door and came up, gun raised.

      Kline had spun the wrong way, to the new arrival.

      “Ronson,” said Francis. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Roaring, Ronson charged behind the bar, rocketing towards Abbie.

      Who pulled her trigger four times.

      Kline was thrown back into a booth. Blood sprayed.

      With a cry, Francis grabbed Eddie, dragged him down.

      Abbie readjusted her aim towards Ronson.

      Who crashed into her, sending her flying into the wall. Her gun disappeared.

      Crossing the dance floor, Francis fired. Ronson jerked back. Francis disappeared through the arch towards the smoking area.

      Abbie tried to rise. Ronson punched her. Blood poured from his arm where Francis’ bullet had hit. His jeans were blood-soaked from where Abbie had earlier stabbed him. His skin was white. Only adrenaline and rage kept him moving.

      He came to punch Abbie again. She rolled away. Her gun was some way across the dance floor. Before she could grab it, Ronson’s boot reached her, sending her flying across the floor. She landed on her back, sprang, rolled to her feet. Ronson was coming.

      “This is it, you bitch,” Ronson said.

      He swung a fist.

      Abbie raised hers.

      Their knuckles knocked.

      From between Abbie’s fingers extended the blade with which she had murdered Balcony Guard.

      Like a magic trick, the steel disappeared into Ronson’s approaching hand.

      Ronson screamed. Withdrew his hand, taking the knife with him. Abbie raised a leg. Kicked Ronson in the stomach. Sent him stumbling. She turned and ran across the floor.

      Despite the knife in his knuckles, Ronson charged again.

      By the time he realised she had reclaimed her gun, that she was aiming it at his head, he was unable to stop.

      Abbie twice pulled the trigger, then dived aside as Ronson collapsed like a landslide, barely avoiding the crushing weight of his dead body.

      Silence followed. Surrounded by the dead, Abbie took only a few seconds to breathe deeply and recover before rising, before racing through the arch, gun extended, in pursuit of Francis.
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        * * *

      

      Through the arch: a tunnel which ended in a bend. Around the bend, another short tunnel leading to open double doors. Beyond these, an enclosed outdoor area covered by a pergola and containing six picnic tables, three on each side.

      In the paved aisle between these two rows of tables stood Francis, his arm around Eddie's throat, his gun to Eddie's skull.

      "That Ronson," Francis said as Abbie appeared, gun outstretched ahead of her. "What a pest."

      His head was almost completely behind Eddie's head. Only about an inch of his entire body was exposed beyond his human shield. Abbie was a good shot. Not that good.

      Eddie was sobbing.

      "I can't wait to shut him up," said Francis.

      "You know your wife murdered Travis in the early hours of this morning?" said Abbie.

      "Is that so?" said Francis.

      "I think he tried to blackmail her."

      "A terrible decision."

      "Disingenuous too," said Abbie. "I take it he had already told you about the baby?"

      "He phoned me late last night," said Francis. "Hoped to earn my forgiveness by telling me what was in the bag I asked him to steal."

      "Did it work?"

      "Doesn't matter now, does it?"

      “Good point. Did you kill Danny?"

      Francis shook his head. "Why would I?"

      "Another good point."

      "Might have been my wife. Another loose end."

      "Maybe," said Abbie. But, considering the differences in Danny and Travis's stabbings, she doubted it. Right now, it didn't matter.

      To Eddie, she said, "Was it you?"

      His eyes widened. "What?"

      Abbie was playing a dangerous game.

      "Did you murder your brother? You always were jealous, weren't you? He was the fun one. The exciting one. You were boring Ed. You never could change."

      "Of course I didn't kill him," Eddie squeaked. "How could you accuse me?"

      Eddie was agitated. Abbie wasn't going to push him much further.

      "Whether you did it or not,” she said. “You're responsible for his death."

      Eddie whitened.

      Francis laughed.

      Abbie lowered her gun towards Eddie's leg.

      Fired.

      Eddie screamed and lurched forward, grabbing for his ankle.

      Shocked, Francis didn't react quickly enough. Eddie's head escaped the crook's gun. Francis stumbled backwards. As he went, he realised what Abbie had done. He raised his gun.

      Abbie shot him twice in the chest.

      Francis dropped.

      Gun still raised, Abbie stepped forward. Eddie had slipped to the side, onto his behind. Sobbing, he stared at the slash across his jeans and the thin red line on his skin.

      "Stop snivelling," Abbie muttered. "I'm a good shot. That's no more than a graze."

      Continuing past Eddie, Abbie stepped over Francis, planting one foot on either side of his waist. His chest was a bloody mess. His mouth was carping.

      "More than a graze for you I'm afraid," said Abbie.

      Though a mixture of blood loss, shock, and trauma would prevent Francis from hearing anything Abbie had to say; and although he would soon be too dead to add this encounter to his anecdote reel, this would be the movement, in a film, where a proper action hero would say something snappy, witty, and quotable.

      Abbie was no hero.

      Adjusting her gun, she shot Francis between the eyes.

      She didn't say a word.
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      Outside the nightclub, in the grey day, Abbie extracted her phone and typed a text which included the club’s address and the body count. In the contact field, she added Ben’s number. Hovering over send, she looked to her feet and sighed.

      Still fussing over a bullet wound he didn’t have, Eddie was getting the car. Abbie had left her gun in Francis’ office after emptying his safe. On the club’s doorstep, she nudged the bulk at her feet until he stirred.

      “Blondie,” she said as he pushed himself to a seating position, rubbing his head. “Your boss and several of your colleagues are dead. I killed them. You going to be a problem for me?”

      He stared at her, his eyes wide, afraid.

      “My dad like Blondie.”

      “Maria is a quality song,” Abbie conceded. “Answer the question.”

      Blondie considered. Abbie got the impression he was in pain, struggling to keep his thoughts straight.

      “You’ll never see me again.”

      “Perfect,” she said. “Now, piss off. Try find some gainful employment.”

      He staggered down the road as many drunks leaving the same doorway no doubt had in the past. Abbie changed the body count in her text from six to five. Hit send. Within half an hour, Ben’s people would arrive to handle the scene. Possibly there would be a fire. Abbie tried not to follow the news when it came to the towns she had left, the lives she had ended. Already someone would have wiped her photos and prints from the police database. Nothing would tie her to any crimes committed in her short stay here.

      Once Blondie had disappeared around the corner into the distance, Abbie stepped from the doorway of the club-turned-mausoleum and waited for Eddie. Her body ached all over. Her clothes were stained and ruined. Luckily, the whiskey which had drenched her as she hid behind the bar had diluted the blood. She stank, but of booze rather than death. Still not a pleasant aroma, and a trip to the club toilet had done little to alleviate the stretch.

      When Eddie arrived, Abbie dropped into his car, and they drove for ten minutes before parking on a deserted street. In the distance, the sun was visible above the horizon. It would be falling soon. Abbie had saved Eddie in the light. A rare treat.

      The father-to-be had stopped the car but kept his hands on the wheel. They shook. Wide eyes were fixed on the road ahead, though they were no longer moving. With a gentle but impatient touch, Abbie eased Eddie’s hands from the wheel and placed them in his lap.

      “I don’t understand what happened,” said Eddie. “The money—“

      “Was irrelevant,” said Abbie.

      Eddie stared at her. “You said it was in his safe.”

      “I did.”

      “You put it there?”

      “No.”

      “But you knew it was there?”

      “I’ve no idea where it was,” said Abbie. “There was eighty grand in his office at the club. That might have been some of it. Who knows.”

      Eddie glanced to the back seat, where Abbie had thrown the bag containing the money she’d stolen from Francis’ office. She shouldn’t have taken it. She knew that. Usually, she would not have. But it wasn’t for her, and she didn’t regret it. It was going to a good cause.

      “I don’t understand,” repeated Eddie.

      With a sigh, Abbie withdrew from her pocket two folded bits of paper. Blessedly, neither whiskey nor blood had destroyed either slip. Abbie unfolded each, placed them side by side on the dash, and smoothed them out with a palm. Pointing to the first, she said, “Who wrote this?”

      Eddie trembled at the sight of it.

      “Leona,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “I assume a list of people she slept with, along with, um, details about them. Things they like.”

      “Right,” said Abbie. She pointed at the other sheet she’d taken. “And this?”

      “I don’t know what that is. Accounting stuff? I don’t know.”

      “Accounting stuff,” said Abbie. “My guess as well. Who wrote it?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Leona?”

      “No,” Eddie said. He pointed. “Different handwriting.”

      “Right,” said Abbie. “Different handwriting. Looks to me like a guy’s writing. It’s messy. Maybe that’s sexist.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Eddie.

      “What is that, a catchphrase?”

      Eddie said nothing. Was that a flicker of pity Abbie felt for him, right in the pit of her stomach? Maybe. She still felt pretty numb, as per usual, post-murder.

      “I text a new friend of mine after seeing this list,” said Abbie, pointing at Leona’s piece of paper. “This name—“ she pointed at the item two before DEAN “—is the surname of my friend Bobby and his father, Ranvir. After being made redundant, Ranvir got in bad with loan sharks working for Francis. Desperate for cash, Ranvir teamed up with someone on the inside and robbed one of Francis’ nightclubs. After Ranvir had paid off the loan sharks, he learned Francis had caught him on CCTV. He had to pay back the robbery debt with interest. He’s still paying it off over a year later.”

      Staring at the names, Eddie said, “Just like with Danny.”

      “Even more than you think,” said Abbie. “I asked Bobby to find out from his father who was this insider who convinced him to rob the big man. Ranvir didn’t want to say. After some pushing, he confessed. No prizes for guessing.”

      “Leona,” said Eddie.

      “Right.”

      “She sleeps with these men. Convinces them to rob her husband and then…”

      He tailed off. He wasn’t sure. Again, Abbie tapped the second sheet of paper.

      “Leona told you only she knew about the bungalow. Francis didn’t. Yet, someone other than her has sat in that study, as evidenced by this note. You think she let one of her sexual liaisons use the bungalow as an office?”

      “Unlikely.”

      “Unlikely,” Abbie agreed. “And if it wasn’t one of her conquests, my next guess would be…” she waited, wanting Eddie to answer. He did.

      “Francis.”

      Abbie nodded. Eddie shook his head. Tears entered his eyes.

      “It’s a con.”

      “Yeah,” said Abbie. “It’s a con. With Francis’ permission, Leona seduces desperate men, sleeps with them, and convinces them to rob her husband. If this person is already on the hook with one of Francis’ loan sharks, as with Ranvir, Leona lets them clear that debt, then Francis comes to collect the stolen dosh. Otherwise, as with your situation, Leona steals back the money before she or Francis come calling. It’s pretty clever if you’re not worried about sexually transmitted diseases. And, of course, Francis would have expected his wife to use protection. Getting pregnant would have been out of the question. He was never worried about his wife cheating. Only that she might be with child and that she might keep that child.”

      Still shaking, tears in his eyes, Eddie continued staring at the dash after Abbie removed the sheets, folded them, and slid them into her pocket. She looked at Eddie. She tried to keep calm.

      “You and Danny were like chalk and cheese,” she said. “Opposite characters in almost every way.”

      Eddie stared at her. Didn’t say anything.

      Though she had just put it away, Abbie removed the Leona sheet from her pocket and opened it once more. She stared at the latest row.

      “I was helping your wife look for some comfortable trousers this morning,” she said. “When I was looking for you. She had me look in that box at the bottom of the wardrobe. I had to dig right to the bottom, but there were no trousers. Know what I did find?”

      Eddie did know. Obviously, he knew. He shook his head.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you,” said Abbie. “A horrible piece of yellow lingerie which Jess claimed you bought for her.”

      Still, Eddie said nothing, though it was too late to plead the fifth. Abbie showed the father-to-be the list; placed her thumb below the word yellow in the lingerie colour column beside the name Dean.

      “You and Danny were chalk and cheese,” said Abbie. “Is it possible one interest you shared was lingerie colour?”

      Eddie could have agreed. Could have lied to try and cover his tracks. Instead, he bowed his head, looked to his lap.

      “Didn’t think so,” said Abbie. “There’s a reason you had a key to Leona’s place, and it isn’t because Danny gave it to you. Isn’t that right, Ed? The name DEAN on this list: tell me who it refers to. Tell me, please, because I need to hear you say it.”

      She thought now the fight might come. Like a dying animal, Eddie might find one last bout of strength and deny it all. Instead, he started to cry. He didn’t say a word.

      “You were sleeping with Leona,” said Abbie. “Perhaps she meant to con you. Perhaps you were special. Perhaps she meant to con you, then you became special. It’s hard to say. I don’t think you were desperate for cash or a reliable thief, as was Danny, so maybe she took a shine to you. Not that it kept you off her little list.”

      Abbie waved said list, then pocketed it. Eddie continued to sob.

      “Whatever the case, Danny discovered your affair. He was a troublemaker, but he respected you. When he found out you were cheating, he was horrified. I guess he threatened to out you to Jess. So what do you do? In a panic, you speak with Leona, and what does she suggest? That you dangle before Danny the chance to become a hundred grand richer. Once he’d robbed Francis, Leona would steal back the money. You would warn Danny that Francis was hot on his heels, that the only way he could escape retribution would be to flee town. At this point, it didn’t matter if Danny knew you’d tricked him or not. Francis would still be after him. He would still have to run. You would miss your brother, but at least your dirty little secret would be safe. That was the main thing, right?”

      Eddie put his head in his hands. Whatever. Abbie had no strength to feel pity for him. Not after everything he’d done.

      “Why Danny was fool enough to listen to you and rob Francis when you had every reason to betray him, I can’t fathom. Hundred grand is a lot of money. Maybe his greed got the better of him. Whatever the case, he did it. The plan went perfectly,” she said. “Until Danny came back, and until I told you Leona was pregnant. Now you’re stuck with a dead brother and two babies on the way. Although I guess you’re all set to reject baby number two. And Danny’s death means your secret is safe, after all. Hey, so in a way, his death means the plan worked even—“

      “Don’t.”

      Eddie’s hands whipped away from his face. He was almost panting. There was white-hot fury in his eyes. Abbie’s face remained devoid of compassion.

      “I would do anything to bring my brother back,” said Eddie. “Nothing is worth his death. Nothing.”

      Abbie gave him a couple of seconds to take deep breaths. Leaning into the back of the car, she collected the bag of money.

      “Well, he is dead,” she said. “I don’t know who did it, but I know it’s your fault. You’ll have to live with that, just like you’ll have to live with how you’ve betrayed your wife and how you’ve got another kid out there, being raised by a monster. Or possibly in care if the police can tie Travis’ murder to Leona. That’s all on your conscience.”

      They sat in silence for a while. After thirty seconds or so, Abbie opened the door.

      “What are you doing?” said Eddie.

      “Leaving. I don’t need a ride. I can find my own way.”

      As she stepped from the car, Eddie said, “Are you going to tell Jess?”

      Abbie paused on the curb, closed her eyes. After a second or two, she threw the money bag over her shoulder, over her drawstring bag, then turned and looked back into the car.

      “You make me sick, Eddie,” she said. “Now go home to your wife, and pray I never see you again.”

      She slammed the door and turned away. She closed her eyes and fought the urge to scream.

      Almost, she was done with this town—first, a couple more people to see.

      She prayed they were more deserving of her time than had Eddie been.
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      By the time Abbie reached her destination, the sun was dipping below the horizon. Soon, darkness would reign.

      Knocking on the door, Abbie took a step back and waited. Almost a minute later, there was the scrape and jangle of a retracted chain, and the door swung open.

      “What is it?” The woman asked. Hardly correct door opening etiquette, but then again, Abbie did stink of whiskey.

      “Hello. You must be Nell, Michael’s mother?”

      This was based on the knowledge that Michael lived with his mother and that his grandmother was dead. Having given birth in her teens, Nell could only be a year or two older than Abbie. Years of drug abuse meant bus drivers would be unsurprised to see this woman present an OAP pass in place of a ticket.

      “And who are you?” asked Nell. This wasn’t a direct answer to the question but close enough.

      “My name’s Abbie. I recently met your son and was hoping I could have a word with him.”

      Nell’s eyes were suspicious, but this was a common trait in heavy drug users, regardless of with whom they were speaking. Abbie’s initial comments did not draw the mistrust they might have had Michael been a teenage girl and Abbie a grown man. Women, like men, were capable of paedophilia. But people rarely suspected them of it. Michael’s mother was not likely to make such an assumption.

      “He ain’t here,” Nell said.

      “Well, might I come in and wait?”

      Now the suspicion took on a new tone. No longer generic. This was the suspicion of one in bad debt with bad people, who knows any stranger might well have been sent by those they most fear. Would such a person not lie to get inside? Maybe say they had come to visit the son when actually they had come to repossess precious items and maybe break some bones.

      To head off these fears, Abbie said, “I know you’re in some money trouble. Michael told me. I’m not here to compound upon your misery. I want to help.”

      Abbie suspected this claim might be met with derision or disbelief. She did not expect what she got.

      Laughter.

      “You must think me a prize fool,” said Nell.

      In answer, Abbie withdrew from the bag around her shoulder a hundred pounds and slapped the cash into the mother’s palm. While retrieving the money, Abbie ensured the recipient saw there was plenty more where that came from.

      “You’re used to people letting you down,” Abbie said. “Hard as it might be to believe, I’m not like most people.”

      Abbie wasn’t sure how much of this Michael’s mother had heard. The worn-out woman was staring at the money-filled bag at Abbie’s shoulder.

      Pointing at the money, Nell said, “That can’t be legal.”

      “Could you tell me you’ve never broken the law? What matters is no one’s looking for the money. Its holder need not fear reprisal, legal or otherwise.”

      Nell was still staring at the bag. She pointed again. The hundred pounds was scrunched beneath the other fingers of the pointing hand.

      “You want to give that money to my son?”

      “Not all of it. Enough to pay off your debts.”

      “Why?”

      “Because money doesn’t interest me. I want it to go to the deserving. To those who’ve had a hard time and are due a bit of happiness. Having met your son, I believe him to be just such a person.”

      “He’s suffered,” said Nell, nodding.

      “Yes.”

      Abbie could say no more for fear her anger might bubble forward and that she might lash out with her all too often sharp tongue.

      Michael’s mother had suffered too. Alone with only her son, weakness and stress had no doubt driven her to drugs. That and a dealer who offered her a free sample, promising it could be a one-time thing while knowing he was earning himself a repeat customer.

      It was not Nell’s fault she had been born with a weak will and an addictive personality. Addiction was a disease. More to blame were the dealer who had got her hooked, the parents who had sent her away, the partner who had abandoned her and her child.

      Abbie knew all this and still struggled not to hate the woman for what she had put Michael through. It was a near-impossible task.

      “Money is for my debts,” said the mother. “Give it me. I’ll pay off them dogs what keep hounding me. Give me a bit extra, and I’ll buy Mikey something nice. Treat the boy. He deserves that, you know. He’s a good kid.”

      “A great kid,” said Abbie. “From what I can see. And I’ll give the money to him.”

      “Why?” said the woman. A flash of frustration crossing her eye. “It’s going to the same place.”

      “Is it?” said Abbie. “You’ll have every intention of paying off your debts, I’m sure, but will the temptation to go shopping with your local dealer not overpower you? And with all that money burning a hole in your pocket, might that shop not become a spree until there is nothing left for the sharks that circle you? You’re an addict. I don’t blame you for that, but it does mean I can’t trust you.”

      Michael’s mother was offended. Horrified that this stranger would level at her such accusations. Abbie didn’t much care.

      “I’ve struggled a bit with certain substances—“

      “Don’t,” Abbie cut in. “I’m not interested, and you’re not lying to me anyway, only to yourself. I don’t need to be here for that. You know full well you have a serious problem. Even when you admit it, you’ll say you couldn’t possibly go into rehab because you need to look after your son, but you’re not looking after him, are you? To help pay your debts, he’s planning to drop out of school and get a job. Because you won’t go into rehab, there’s no chance he’ll go on to university. You’re condemning him to a certain kind of life. One that’s right for many people, but is it right for him?”

      Michael’s mother was shaking now. Abbie was too, and she was angry with herself for letting her anger at this woman get away from her. Maybe it would be better if she went away, came back later. She didn’t like that idea. She wanted to leave, but she needed to speak with Michael first. She needed him to know she didn’t blame him for not answering her calls, for not bringing her the gun. She wanted to tell him Eddie was fine, and even if he hadn’t been, it would never have been Michael’s fault. She wanted to convince him to do what he could for his mother, but never at the expense of what was right for him.

      Distracted by these thoughts, Abbie almost missed Nell’s encroaching hands. Before she knew what was happening, gnarled fingers had clenched the money bag, and the addict was tugging.

      Frustrated at her slow reactions, Abbie jerked back, swinging her shoulder around. At the same time, she raised her hand and shoved Nell’s shoulder.

      As she did, she felt how brittle, how feeble, Michael’s mother was. When Nell fell, Abbie was terrified she might shatter in her hallway.

      Nell didn’t shatter. She did cry out as she landed. Tears sprung into her eyes. When Abbie stepped into the doorway, Nell bore her teeth.

      “We don’t need your money,” she said. “Cause it ain’t just money, is it?”

      “It is,” said Abbie

      “No. No. I know what money means. It means work, or it means a trick. Always. Work or a trick. Been that way my whole life. Mum and dad offer to pay my rent when I get pregnant, but only if I move away from my home. A long way away, so no one they know ever has to see me. The shit who was dating my friend but managed to talk his way into my bed, promising he’d leave her, gives me cash when I get pregnant, but only if I swear to keep his child away from him. Work. Work. They want me to work for my money. To do something for them. Then there’s the tricks. Like the guy who offers to pay for Michael’s glasses if I take him to bed, then laughs at me and chucks me out when he’s got his. Or Michael’s uncle, who promises to pay off our debts, who says he loves my boy, then runs off and tells us there ain’t no money. Tricks. Tricks. You’re all liars. All scum. Only time I ever got anything without having to give something back was this house. And I only got that cause my ma and pa died. And they only left it to me cause of Michael and cause there was no one else. So don’t tell me about your no strings attached money. Don’t tell me about no free lunch cause I been around long enough to know horseshit when I smell it. So no, we don’t need your money. We don’t need nothing from anyone.”

      Panting, Nell stopped. She broke into tears. Still on her doorstep, Abbie replayed the woman’s little speech a couple of times. She felt her heart begin to pound and found she hated herself for hating Nell, who had long ago hit her internal self-destruct button and was still self-destructing all these years later.

      “Do you want me to take that?” she said, pointing at the cash in Nell’s hand. “Seeing as you don’t need my money.”

      Michael’s mother just sobbed. Didn’t say a word.

      “I hope you stop lying to yourself,” said Abbie. “I pray you get into rehab. Do it for your own sake if no one else’s.”

      Abbie turned. She walked off the step and back into the road. Still, in her hallway, Michael’s mother sat up.

      “Where are you going?” she called through tears.

      Abbie didn’t answer. She knew now she couldn’t wait for Michael. She would have to find him, and besides, there was somewhere else she now knew she needed to be.

      She might already be too late.
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      Abbie returned to her car and drove to Jess and Eddie's. When no one answered her knock on the door, she picked the lock and slipped inside.

      From the living room, she moved to the kitchen. Both were empty. Resisting the urge to call out to Jess or Ed, Abbie moved to the stairs and climbed, light-footed, attempting to reduce the groans and moans of old wood compressing beneath the worn carpet. 

      At the top of the stairs, Abbie found an empty bathroom. Next along was the spare room, soon to become baby's bedroom. Since it had damaged Abbie's back the night before, Ed had transformed the spare bed back into a sofa which looked no more comfortable. On it sat Jess, a hand on her stomach. She was taking quick, shallow breaths. Her face was red, her brow glistening with sweat. There were tears on her cheeks. By her side sat Eddie. He had an arm around her shoulder, fear in his eyes. The couple weren't looking at each other. They were looking at the gun. 

      When Abbie entered, everyone jumped. Jess and Eddie looked to Abbie then back at the gun. The potential shooter didn't look around. His eyes were fixed on Eddie.

      "I came looking for you," said Abbie. "Wanted you to know it was okay you didn't get the gun to me in time. It's not okay to use it for your own purposes, though. That I can't allow."

      No one said anything. It was like looking upon a tableau. Abbie feared what the scene could become within a split-second and with the flinch of a finger.

      "Michael," she said. "Don't ignore me. I've been speaking with your mother. I know why you're here. You don't have to do this."

      Michael twitched at the mention of his mother but still didn't look in Abbie's direction. His teeth were gritted. He was determined. He truly believed this was something he had to do. 

      From Michael, Abbie looked to Jess. Watched the way she breathed. 

      "You're in labour?"

      Jess nodded. Abbie looked back at Michael. 

      "It's Eddie you want. Let Jess go."

      Michael said nothing. He didn't shake his head and still didn't look towards Abbie. Jess sobbed. 

      "She's innocent," Abbie said. "She has no idea who you are." 

      "Abbie—" Eddie began. 

      "Shut up," said Abbie. To Michael, she continued, "Jess doesn't know Eddie's your father."

      Silence. Michael remained focused. Shock and anger rendered Eddie speechless. Jess spun, looked at Eddie, looked at Abbie, looked at Eddie, looked at Abbie.

      "What?" she said. 

      "I asked if you knew Danny Dean," Abbie said to Michael. "I wish you hadn't lied."

      Michael said nothing. 

      Jess said, "Abbie, what are you talking about?"

      Her face was growing redder. She was clutching her stomach. She was in the very early stages of labour. As yet, there wasn't much pain. It would only get worse. Stress and fear were the last things the expectant mother needed.

      "Michael, let Jess go. Please."

      "I'm not going anywhere until someone tells me what’s going on,” Jess said.

      "Don't be stupid," said Abbie.

      "You're the stupid one," Jess said. "Eddie doesn't have any children. I'm carrying his first. Is that really what this boy thinks? Is that what he believes? He's standing here with a gun; he's obviously unbalanced."

      Michael's skin paled. Afraid anger might lend him the confidence to pull the trigger and end Eddie's life, Abbie spoke fast.

      "If you're so sure, look at him. Look at Michael, and look at your husband."

      "What?" said Jess. "No. What? Why?"

      "Look at them," Abbie repeated. "When your husband was a teenager, he slept with his girlfriend's friend and got her pregnant. When the baby was born, he offered to pay the mother decent maintenance if she promised to keep the child out of his life. The mother, a woman named Nell, accepted because she needed the money. Her parents paid her rent in a town many miles away. She only returned with her son, with Michael, when her parents died, and Nell inherited their home."

      Jess was still staring at Abbie. "No." Whether she knew it or not, she was refusing to look anywhere else.

      "Look at them," Abbie pressed. "Just turn your head. Look."

      Still, Jess resisted. Abbie thought she might never look at her husband again if it meant she could ignore the truth of Abbie's words. Abbie was ready to keep trying. Before she needed to, Jess' head snapped to the teen with the gun, then to her husband.

      Eddie couldn't look at Jess, but Jess stared at him.

      The resemblance between father and son wasn't immediately apparent but was there. More than the way they looked, Eddie's eyes, cast towards his lap, revealed to Jess the truth.

      "No," she said. "No. No. Ed, how could you? How could you keep this from me? How could you abandon your own son?"

      Shame held Eddie's tongue. He kept his eyes in his lap. Wouldn't look at his wife.

      Taking her hand off her stomach, Jess thumped Eddie's leg with a fist.

      "Edward Dean, you answer me now. You say you love me, so you answer me right now."

      Abbie was watching Michael. The boy hadn't yet pulled the trigger, not because he was riveted by the conversation, but because he hadn't found the courage. Conversation distracted him, gave his fear an excuse. A prolonged period of silence could mark the end of Eddie's life. Then again, so could someone enraging the teen.

      Eddie said to Jess, "I'm sorry I never told you about him. We'll talk about it later. Right now, I have a gun pointed at my head. You think I'm an arsehole for not wanting to raise him, but I was a kid; I was stupid. And that I didn't feel up to raising the boy does not mean I deserve to be killed. Or do you disagree, Jess?"

      Before Jess could answer, Abbie stepped in. Throughout Eddie's speech, she had watched Michael grow further and further incensed. Knew he had never been closer to pulling the trigger. Realised she needed to retrieve the situation from the brink.

      "The boy has a name," said Abbie. “It’s Michael, and how dare you question his actions when you have no idea what he’s suffered because of your abandonment."

      Focusing on Michael, Abbie continued, "I get why you're angry. Eddie abandoned you. You tried to reach out, and he rejected you. You grew up in a tiny flat, forced to watch your mother fall apart. Addiction claimed her, and because of that, poverty claimed you. Your life was miserable. Then you returned here, and what do you find? While your mother fell apart and you struggled to put food on the table, the father who abandoned you had found happiness. He had a wife, and a home, no money worries. Worse, while your mother's debts trapped you, while loan sharks banged on the door, you learned Jess was pregnant, and this time, Eddie was sticking around. The father who condemned you to a life of misery was about to bring another child into the world, a child he would treat how you always wanted to be treated. A child he would give the life you had for so long craved. That you saw all that, internalised all that and didn't immediately storm around to attack your father, to demand an explanation, shows you have courage, heart. Two things your father has never shown."

      Face crumpled with misery and anger, Jess was staring at her husband again. She wished Michael wasn't there or that Abbie was lying. Wished her husband dared to look at his son. She didn't know what to say. She wished she, too, could be braver.

      "I pushed you over the edge today," said Abbie. "You were already tangled up, confused, hurting. I gave you a gun and a speech about what a good father Eddie wanted to be for his unborn child. I gave you means and motive. Few could resist an opportunity at retribution when handed to them on a platter like that. While I was saving Eddie, you came here, pointed a gun at Jess and waited for your father to return. Now all you need is the courage to pull the trigger. Or that's what you think. But I'll tell you what I told Eddie when he wanted to kill Leona—it doesn’t take courage to kill someone you hate. It takes courage to spare them. Your father’s a coward, Michael. I need you to be brave. I'm begging you to be brave."

      There were tears in Michael's eyes. He was staring at Eddie. Now his hands were shaking.

      "This isn't the same as with Leona."

      Michael was on an emotional knife edge. What on Earth was Eddie doing? Did he want to die?

      To the cowardly, cheating father, Abbie said, "Just shut up a minute."

      But Eddie couldn't, "Leona killed my brother. She was a murderer. I was justified in wanting to end her life. How many children have grown up without a father? I'm sorry, kid, that your mother couldn't look after you, that she spent the money I gave her on drugs. That isn't my fault, though. That isn't a reason to kill me."

      "But as I told you earlier," said Abbie. "You're the reason Danny's dead. By your own admission, that's reason enough to kill you, so why don't you just shut up?”

      Abbie’s words did as intended. Michael was staring at her now, eyes glistening. Jess was staring at her husband as though he had transformed into a monster. To her, in a way, he had.

      His face twisted into something hideous, Eddie said, "I didn't kill my brother. I loved him."

      "You didn't love him," said Abbie. "You proved that when you created a situation in which he was always going to die. I knew you’d convinced him to steal from Francis because he learned of your affair but couldn't fathom why he would listen to you and steal the money, knowing you were hopping into bed with Leona."

      Jess gave a squeal. Stared at her husband, praying he would deny the charges. Eddie’s refusal to look at her almost pushed Jess over the edge. Abbie wanted to comfort the brokenhearted wife but had to press on.

      “Danny took almost no convincing,” said Abbie, “because he was desperate to help his nephew. The boy he had come to love. Michael, it's so important you know this. I heard Eddie and Danny talking, and Danny mentioned loving someone. I thought he meant a woman, but he didn’t. He meant you. Danny loved you. He stole from a dangerous criminal despite knowing there was a chance his scumbag brother was setting him up because he was desperate to help you, to give you something back after everything you'd suffered. Your father stole the money, and Leona told Francis Danny was to blame. Your father told Danny he would have to run to escape retribution from Francis, all so Jess wouldn't learn of his affair."

      Michael's hand was shaking on the gun. Tears were rolling down his cheeks as they were down Jess'. Abbie turned her attention to Eddie.

      "You think you're not responsible for Danny's death because you refuse to accept the effect your actions have upon people. From the moment he was born, your actions made Michael believe he couldn't trust anyone. A belief that was backed up throughout his life by the men his mother interacted with, so, when he finally met Danny, and when Danny professed to care for him, to want to help, Michael struggled to believe this could be true. Danny had to work hard to make Michael trust him, to build that bond, then what did you do, Eddie? What did you do?"

      Eddie looked as though he couldn't breathe. It was all coming together. Anger pulsed through Abbie, but she couldn't stop now. No way.

      "You stole the money Danny planned to give to Michael, and you made your brother flee. At that moment, you shattered the last hope Michael had of happiness and made him believe his uncle was a liar. Can you imagine the rage your son must have felt when Danny disappeared? And will it surprise you to learn what happened when Danny texted Michael asking him to visit the hotel room where he was hiding out, but warned the teen there was still no money, and never would be?"

      Eddie stared at Michael. Such fury and rage in his eyes. Abbie wanted to cross the room, take the gun from the boy and shoot the man herself.

      She said, "Michael, you put the knife in Danny, but your father killed him. Always remember that."

      Eddie rose. Anger drove him. He was ready to storm towards his son. If he did, he would die. Michael would shoot him. Abbie would try to stop him, not because Eddie didn’t deserve to die, but because Michael didn’t deserve to be pushed again into becoming a killer.

      Before he could move, Jess gave a cry of pain, grabbed her stomach, and bent over.

      Rage forgotten, Eddie dropped to the sofa and put his arm around his wife's shoulder.

      "What's wrong? Is it the baby?"

      "Get off me." It was almost a scream. Jess shoved Eddie away, stood, and staggered halfway across the room. Near Abbie, she turned and pointed back at her husband.

      "Don't worry about whether you should abandon this baby or not," she said. "You're never getting near them. You repulsive, sickening creature."

      Jess turned, ready to storm out the door. Before she did, she faced her husband's first child.

      "I'm leaving. Shoot me if you want. Good luck telling yourself you're not a monster if you're willing to kill an innocent, unborn child. Your brother or sister.“

      She went. Abbie didn't try to stop her. Michael never took the gun off Eddie. When his father dropped to his knees, putting his head in his hands and sobbing, the teen moved his weapon so that it was pointed at Eddie's skull.

      "You said it was cowardly to kill and brave to let someone live," said Michael. "You were right. But it's too late. I was already a coward. I was so angry. Danny was the only person who ever cared about me besides my mother, and I let my cowardice get the better of me. I let the anger take over. I don't even know why I took the knife. I must have planned it without thinking. Then he opened the door, and I just..."

      Michael choked on the words.

      Abbie stepped towards him.

      "I know. I get it. You were weak, and you were a coward. I blame your father for what happened, but you allowed emotion to get the better of you. You'll go to prison for what you've done."

      "Exactly. So I might as well kill this piece of shit first.”

      Eddie still had his head in his hands. He made no move to fight or to reject the claims his son was making. Abbie took another step forward.

      "I disagree. Maybe it won't impact your sentence, but it will impact your soul. It will change you. In a moment of fury, of weakness, you killed a kind man. For the rest of your life, that action will torment you, and it should. But that doesn't mean you can take another life now. This is different. This isn't a moment of madness. Your emotions have not got the better of you. This is a choice. Pull the trigger and let your soul fracture a little further, or give me the gun and start on the path of recovery. Because trust me, that's what you'll be on now. Killing a person changes you forever, but it need not define the rest of your life. Not if you're strong enough to fight to be better than your past actions."

      Taking another step forward, Abbie held out a hand.

      "The choice is yours. Please make the right one."

      Michael looked at Abbie, then back at his father. The gun still shook in his hand, but at this range, he would never miss the skull if he fired. It was almost over. One way or another. 

      After a deep breath, Michael addressed his father.

      "You don't deserve to live." He looked at Abbie, and she saw the face of a broken, defeated little boy. "But I don't want to kill again."

      Crying, he turned from his father and held the gun towards Abbie.

      Before she could take it, someone entered the room.

      "Cor, it's tense in here."

      Abbie didn't need to turn to know who it was. Someone who might look a bit like Abbie but who used to be a model.

      Shocked, Eddie stood.

      From behind Abbie, the woman said, "Ed, Francis isn't answering my calls. I think he knows about us. Plus, something else has happened. That means we're on to plan B. We'll leave tonight."

      Eddie stared, his eyes wide. Abbie froze. What could she do?

      "You're worried about Jess' kid," said Leona. “Time to remember what you told me. You don’t love her. Her kid doesn’t matter. I’m the one for you. Me and our baby."

      Abbie spun to Michael. Wanted to grab the gun. It was too late. Fury grabbed the boy as Leona rubbed her stomach as though it were a magic lamp.

      "Which reminds me," Leona said. "We need to talk baby names."

      Michael swung the gun to Eddie as Abbie charged across the room and smashed into the teen’s shoulder.

      As Michael and Abbie tumbled towards the ground, the gun discharged. In the small space, the sound was deafening.

      Eddie span. Collapsed. 

      Sobbing, howling, Michael started scratching and punching Abbie. He knocked her away and lifted the gun. Abbie grabbed his arm, and he fired too early by mistake. He elbowed her in the face and brought the gun to his head. 

      Scrambling, panicking, Abbie was climbing to her feet. She grabbed Michael's arm and tugged it away. He fired. The room rang with the sound of the shot. In the distance, sirens were blaring. 

      Again, Michael was trying to pull the gun to his head. 

      Swinging a leg up, Abbie got on top of Michael. Twisting the gun in a sharp spin, she yanked it from the teen. 

      He screamed. 

      As he screamed, Abbie punched him hard in the face, twice, before grabbing the gun and with it knocking him unconscious. 

      Silence in the room, except some panting.

      The sirens grew closer.

      Shaking, Abbie rolled and rose to her feet. By the sofa bed, against the wall, she found Eddie clutching his shoulder. Blood soaked his sleeve and hand. Abbie had knocked Michael off balance as he fired. For the second time, she had saved the undeserving Eddie’s life.

      Turning from the whimpering father, Abbie saw the hole in the wall where the third of Michael's three shots had entered. Turning towards the door, she saw the effect of the second. 

      Leona sat against a wall, clutching her side where Michael's accidental bullet had entered. Already, blood had ruined the carpet. Francis' wife's eyes were glazed as Abbie approached. Somehow, she managed a distant, dopey smile. 

      "Baby names," the bleeding Leona said. "I was thinking Tony."

      "I think that sounds perfect," said Abbie before drying her eyes, taking the gun Michael never should have had and going to greet the police.
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      Abbie spent a long time going over the facts with Sanderson before he granted her request.

      “I’m still not sure I trust you, mind,” the cop said at the door. “But, according to Jessica Dean, if not for you, the kid might have killed both her and Eddie, and we know for sure your actions saved Mr Dean’s life.”

      “More’s the pity,” muttered Abbie.

      “Well, maybe keep comments like that to yourself, eh?”

      Abbie nodded, but the move was non-committal. She wanted to move on. To get away. After all, if Sanderson didn’t trust her now, how would he feel once the bodies of Francis and his henchmen were found? If they were found.

      After knocking on the door, she placed a hand on the smooth wood and prepared to push. Before she could, Sanderson lay a hand on her shoulder.

      “Five minutes, okay? No more. I’ll be out here.”

      Abbie nodded. Shoved the door. Went inside.
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        * * *

      

      In the private room, Michael lay in one of the more comfortable hospital beds Abbie had seen in her lifetime. In one corner of the room was a pot of flowers. On the wall was a telly, turned off. A door across the room led into a tiny en-suite. A single window offered views but no access to the outside world. It was both locked and too small to fit through. Because of this, and because there was a cop stationed outside Michael’s door at all times, he wasn’t cuffed to the bed. Not that anyone believed he was an escape risk in any case. 

      Upon entering the room, Abbie at first waited by the door. Michael had taken a second to see who had arrived when she stepped in, then had returned to lying flat on his back, his arms by his side, his head twisted towards the wall, looking away from where Abbie stood and from where anyone else might enter to see him.

      After a minute of waiting, Abbie left the door and crossed the room, taking a seat in the padded chair situated by his bed. On the bedside table were a plastic jug and two plastic cups. The pitcher was three-quarters filled with water. If there had ever been ice, the cubes had melted since the drink had been delivered.

      “How are you feeling?” Abbie asked. She was on the side of the bed Michael was facing away from and could only see the back of his head. She fought the urge to stroke his hair.

      “Stupid question, I suppose,” she said. “You must be awash with grief, with guilt. You probably hate yourself right now. You definitely hate your father. All those things are understandable. They’re okay, too. I know how you feel.”

      Michael gave a strange snort. “Yeah, right.”

      “Ah, yes, you’re a teenager, and when bad events happen in a teenager’s life, they are bound by the pact of adolescence to assume said event has happened only to them. No adults have experienced dark times, and, oh my God, don’t I sound like an old person? That’s a horrible turn of events.”

      Slowly, as though it was mounted on a rusty hinge, Micheal’s head turned to face Abbie. He didn’t say anything, but his eyes asked the question she had expected.

      “By the time I was a few years older than you,” said Abbie, “I had lost my baby days before it was due to be born and seen my brother go to prison for assaulting and hospitalising one of the people who raped me. Naturally, I believed I had suffered more than any one person should in a lifetime and that I was therefore done. It would be plain sailing for the rest of my life because that was fair. But as you’ve known since before you could walk or talk, life isn’t fair. And just when I thought the pain could get no worse, I lost the last thing that meant anything to me in my crappy little life. My beautiful sister, Violet.”

      Abbie reached for the jug on Michael’s bedside table to distract herself from the image of her little sister, which flashed into her mind. As she took it, she looked at Michael.

      “Do you mind?”

      He shook his head. Abbie poured a helping of water into one of the cups. Gestured to the other with the jug.

      “Want one?”

      “No,” said Michael. “Thank you.”

      Abbie nodded. Replaced the jug and collected her glass. She sipped and found it was as warm as expected. Not nice, but a semi-decent distraction.

      “How is my sister’s death relevant?” Abbie mused. “Because it led to a furious fight between my mother and me. A fight in which she might have killed me with a kitchen knife if I hadn’t wrestled it from her and knocked her down. Standing over her, losing blood but as full of hate as ever I would be, I wanted to kill her. If I had taken the decision to, there would have been nothing my mother could have done to stop me.” Abbie glanced at Michael over her glass. “But I didn’t. As you didn’t. But now you know, however shit your experiences, you’re never the only one to have suffered them. What’s that saying? There’s nothing new under the sun. So true.”

      For a little while, Michael watched Abbie drinking. There were tears in his eyes. She knew he wanted to say something that might comfort or appease her after his initial comments, but what would that something be? Abbie knew there was nothing, so didn’t mind when he looked to the ceiling, dried his eyes, and returned to his own pain.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to live with it.”

      Abbie knew Michael wasn’t referring to Eddie.

      “At first,” he said, “I didn’t feel anything. I went on as normal, and that was fine. Then yesterday, when I got that gun, it all came apart. I fell to pieces. I felt lost, then, suddenly, it clicked. I blamed Eddie, and I blamed myself, so the answer was simple. I’d kill us both, and that would make it right. But I didn’t kill Eddie, then I couldn’t kill myself. Even if you hadn’t stopped me. I knew it the moment I put the gun to my head. So what do I do now?”

      Abbie had killed plenty of people. Most of them deserved it. Some were borderline. At least one didn’t. Even those who deserved to die had left families behind. Some of the most abhorrent people insulated their children from their true selves. Some of them loved and cherished their families. Abbie knew how it felt to lose a sister and baby, yet how many siblings, children, spouses had she left without their loved ones?

      Possibly, Abbie could have lied to the boy. What use would that have been?

      She said, “You suffer.”

      Michael looked at her with big doe eyes. They might have been begging her to say something else. Anything else. But Abbie couldn’t.

      “You’ll spend your days trying to distract yourself from the nasty thoughts that never leave you alone. Your nights will feel near impossible for a long time. Expect insomnia to be your friend. Expect eight-hour stretches, which feel more like eight-day stretches, spent lying on a mattress, tormenting yourself with the memories of what you’ve done. You’re going to suffer. You took the life of an innocent man. You should suffer.”

      Replacing her glass on the table, Abbie leaned forward and clasped Michael’s arm.

      “You’re going to prison,” she said. “But nothing they do to you in there will be a fraction as bad as what you’ll do to yourself in here—“ she tapped Michael’s head. “I don’t tell you that to scare you or to make you think life isn’t worth living because I believe it is. I believe life is always worth living, even in prison, and even haunted by what you’ve done. Because it’s never too late to make amends. Nothing is preventing you from improving yourself behind bars. Take your suffering and use it; let it drive you to be a better person.”

      There was a knock on the door. Abbie rose, knowing Sanderson would enter any second to break up this party.

      “I don’t believe in balancing the scales,” said Abbie. “I don’t believe any good deed can erase the bad. You will always have killed Danny; you’ll never make up for it, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take every opportunity you can to improve the lives of others. To make yourself a person of whom you can be proud. I don’t think I’ll ever see you again, so this is up to you. But I hope to hell you don’t let yourself down. And I hope you don’t let Danny’s memory down either.”

      The door opened. Sanderson stepped inside. Abbie turned to meet him, and, as she did, she saw Michael’s hand raise. Turning, Abbie took it. She offered the boy a sad smile, and he offered the same in return.

      Crying now, he said, “Thank you.”

      Smiling but holding back her own tears, Abbie nodded, squeezed Michael’s hand, and left the messed-up teen alone in his bed to suffer for what he’d done and to await whatever punishment was coming his way.
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      Before leaving the hospital, Abbie visited the maternity ward. Through the narrow window in one of a row of doors, Abbie observed one of the world's newest mums.

      Jess' skin shined with sweat. Her expression and frame indicated utter exhaustion. In her eyes, there was the deep, endless sadness of loss. The loss of the man she had loved, who might as well have been dead, replaced by the liar, the cheat, the coward who she would have to decide whether to allow into her newborn's life. Having committed no crimes, Eddie would be free to leave the hospital as soon as his shoulder wound had recovered. What happened next would be up to Jess.

      Despite the exhaustion and the loss, there was something else to be seen in Jess. A glimmer of hope. Because no matter what had happened to her on this day, something wonderful had also taken place. She had given birth to her first child.

      Abbie watched as Jess cradled the tiny bundle in her arms. As she managed a smile for the little person despite the pain she had endured. Jess might have to tackle motherhood alone, but Abbie felt sure she would cope. Her baby would grow up happy, healthy, loved.

      A hand on the door, Abbie almost knocked and went in. As she looked down, she noticed her other hand was on her stomach, massaging a bump that had been gone over a decade. There were tears in her eyes; she would be unable to cope if she went inside. She would weep uncontrollably, and her loss, plain for Jess to see, would be yet another anchor of misery weighing down the new mum's glimmer of hope, which was already fighting to stay afloat.

      Unable to put either herself or Jess through any more pain than was necessary, Abbie took her hand from the door, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and left the hospital.
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        * * *

      

      In the fading darkness of early morning, Abbie leaned against a railing covered in chipped red paint. Behind her was one wall of the hospital. Ahead, a segment of carpark. Keeping her drawstring bag over her shoulder and placing the cash bag between her feet, Abbie breathed in the cold air, clearing her lungs and thoughts. And she waited.

      Ten minutes after Abbie stepped outside, Bobby arrived. She watched him walk onto the lot and weave through the cars, casting his eyes to the hospital. When he caught sight of Abbie, he raised a hand in greeting, then jogged to and up the steps onto the raised section on which Abbie stood.

      "Are you not cold?" he asked as he arrived and placed his hands on the railing beside her. He wore cargo trousers and a thick jacket atop an even thicker jumper. On his hands, he wore gloves and atop his head was a woolly hat. Conversely, Abbie wore jeans that left her ankles exposed and a jumper that was not much thicker than the t-shirt beneath it.

      "A little," she said, then raised a hand. "Don't offer me your coat."

      Bobby had already grabbed the jacket to remove it. Flushing a little, he dropped his hands by his side, then placed them back on the railing. He looked a little awkward and a little downbeat. Abbie sighed into the cold air.

      "I'm not staying long," she said. "My car's over there."

      She pointed. Bobby followed her finger. Nodded. Abbie looked at the man at her side. The only man to take her on a date in who knew how long. The only man to kiss her. 

      "That's a cute bobble," she said, pointing to the top of Bobby’s woolly hat. Self-consciously, his hand rose to the top of the hat, and he flushed again. But he relaxed when he saw her smile. Realised she wasn't teasing. 

      "I'm a cute person," he said. 

      "You are," Abbie agreed. "But are you a good one?"

      This earned her a curious look. Abbie met Bobby's eye but offered no follow up comment. 

      "Haven't you formed an opinion on that yet?" he asked. 

      "I had. But of late, my opinions have seemed to bear little relation to reality."

      Another curious look. Bobby didn't know what Abbie was getting at. Why would he?

      "I went after Francis to help three people," said Abbie. "Now Francis is gone, and I learn, of those three, one is a child abandoning, lying, cheating, arsehole. A coward who cares only for himself. Another is a messed up kid who murdered his uncle and will now spend years in jail." She looked at Bobby. "That leaves you."

      He was staring at her. Wide eyes filled with fear and something that resembled wonder. Abbie knew on which point he was hung up. 

      "Francis was a monster," she said. "Best not to worry about what happened to him and instead focus on the positive: he won't be bothering you or your father any longer. Someone might take over his little empire, but your debt was personal to Francis and Leona and so will be forgotten."

      Bobby was almost afraid to ask the next question. Forced himself to proceed. "Leona's gone too?"

      Abbie jerked a thumb back to the hospital. 

      "Our cheating liar, the one I mentioned earlier, knocked Leona up. Our uncle killer then accidentally put a bullet in her hip. Both she and baby will be okay, but the police are after her for another teen's murder. Leona'll fear going to jail and losing the kid. If she can, she'll flee town ASAP. Hence, I think your debt is gone. But you still haven't answered my question."

      They stood side by side in the cold, Bobby processing Abbie's Francis implication. Trying to decide whether to push it further. Eventually, he let it slide. 

      "I've never rescued a stray dog or saved a kid from a burning building. Don't give much to charity. But I like to think I'm a good person."

      "Can you convince me?"

      "No," he said without hesitation. "I can offer you only my word."

      "Good," said Abbie. "I'd be deeply suspicious of someone who said they could prove they were good on the spot."

      From between her feet, Abbie grabbed the bag of money and dumped it into Bobby's hands. He stared at the canvas but made no move to unzip the top. 

      "I'd like to hire you to do some good deeds."

      "Good deeds?" said Bobby. Bemused. A little worried. "What's in the bag?"

      Abbie tapped it. "Not padlocked, is it? Why don't you look?"

      Bobby moved his hand to the zip. Hesitated. Took a breath and forced himself to peek. When he saw the rolls of cash, he took another deep breath. Abbie thought he might faint. 

      "How much here?"

      "Eighty grand."

      Bobby let out a low whistle. Fainting was not yet out of the question.

      "And this money belonged to—"

      "The money belongs to me," said Abbie. Finders keepers, losers weepers. "I want to give a chunk of it to you. In return, these good deeds I mentioned."

      "And they are?"

      "Details are in the top of the bag, on that pad of paper," she pointed. "In short, I'd like you to offer to clear a drug addict's debts and try convince her to enter a rehab program; send a small recurring payment into prison for a boy named Michael; and keep an eye on a new mum named Jessica Dean, who's going to need plenty of support. You do all that; the rest of the money is yours. Use it to rebuild your life, give it to charity, or burn it. Whatever you want. I need only believe you'll carry out the tasks on here."

      She tapped the pad Bobby had removed from the bag. On it, Abbie had written several pages of detail and specific instructions to ensure Bobby, if he wanted to help, couldn't go wrong. 

      Bobby stared at the list for a long time. After a while, Abbie removed her hands from the railing and rubbed her arms. 

      "Alright, it's bloody cold out here; why don't you just give me an answer so I can go?"

      Bobby looked from the list to Abbie as though he had forgotten she was there. After a second of adjusting to her presence, he nodded.

      "I'll do it. Of course I'll do it. Thank you."

      "Great," said Abbie, and suddenly a hateful wave of awkwardness washed over her, and she could do no more than pat Bobby on the arm. "Nice knowing you."

      She stepped past him. Walked towards the steps Bobby had come up. 

      As she went, he said, "It's been amazing knowing you. And I think you're an incredible person."

      A couple of paces from the steps, Abbie stopped. There were tears in her eyes again. How pathetic was that?"

      "Only a fool could mistake me for incredible."

      "Then call me a fool because from what I can see, you've freed this town from the clutches of a monster and, rather than taking eighty grand as payment for the job, you're dishing it out amongst those you feel need it. You don't think that's pretty amazing?"

      Still facing away from Bobby, Abbie dried her eyes. She took a deep breath to give herself the strength to walk away, then spun on her heel and returned to Bobby. From his hand, she took the pad, ripping free a sheet of paper, and from her pocket, she took her phone. With a pen from her drawstring bag, Abbie referenced her phone and began to write on the sheet of paper.

      "What are you doing?" asked Bobby.

      Abbie finished writing, put the pen away, and turned the paper to allow Bobby to see what she had written.

      "That's my phone number," he said.

      "Nothing gets past you."

      "But... why?"

      Folding the sheet, Abbie slid it into her pocket. Her phone, she showed to Bobby.

      "After I leave town, I'll destroy this phone," she said. "Tomorrow, someone will send me another. New handset, new sim, new number. Any contacts I've accrued over these last couple of days will be gone." She patted her pocket, where she had slid his number. "This won't be."

      "You're going to call me?" he asked. Was that hope she heard in his voice?

      "Don't know," said Abbie. "I might text. I'll understand if you don't reply. Given what I said about Francis."

      "I thought you didn't keep contact with anyone from the towns you left behind?"

      "I didn't."

      The wind whipped across them, making Abbie shiver. As she went to cover her arms, Bobby did it for her. Leaning in, he kissed her. When he pulled away, he was smiling.

      "I'll reply," he said.

      Abbie nodded. When standing face to face with a deadly man she was expected to kill, she never blinked, never faltered. Standing opposite Bobby, who posed no threat other than to the wall she had constructed around her heart, she didn't know what to say.

      Bobby helped her out.

      "Go on then," he said. "Go be someone else's hero."

      Abbie smiled. Nodded. Touched his arm then walked towards the steps. As she went, Bobby called after her.

      "Just don't forget to text."

      Abbie said nothing in response. She waved her hand, smiled, and returned to her car.
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        * * *

      

      Engine running, heating on, Abbie retracted the real black book, retrieved from the hotel, and her phone. At the end of the list that started at the front of the book and ran for five pages, she wrote Eddie Dean. Turning to the middle of the book, where the list starting at the back page had reached, she wrote Francis Roberts. Pen still in hand, she made a call. 

      “Everything’s sorted,” said Ben when he answered. “Nothing will tie you to this place other than the memories of those you saved and those you scared. That is, as long as you’re able to let this place go.”

      On multiple occasions, Abbie had wondered if Ben might not be psychic. He certainly had an annoying habit of keeping her under surveillance. Had he watched her conversation with Bobby? Did he know Abbie had broken the rules?

      No point asking. If Ben had no idea about Bobby, Abbie would only indicate to him there was something to know by speaking up. If he did, he would bring it up when he was ready. Only then would Abbie worry about the battle that might ensue.

      Moving on, she said, “Names?” 

      “Oh, Abbie,” Ben said with a tut. “You’re not still on this, are you? How many times do I have to tell you—“

      “Names.”

      Ben let out a sigh. He wasn’t happy. Uninterested in his thoughts or feelings, Abbie said nothing. 

      “You can be quite inhospitable at times, young lady, do you know that?”

      Patiently, Abbie repeated herself. 

      “Names.”

      “Oh, fine, fine, fine. My feelings on the matter are on the record anyway. But I knew you’d want to know, so I have them here.”

      In quick succession, Ben reeled off the names of those Abbie had killed in the nightclub, including Albert Kline and David Ronson. Abbie added each to the book.

      “Satisfied?” asked Ben when he was done. 

      “This isn’t about satisfaction.”

      “No,” he said. “I guess it isn’t. You know, you do a wonderful service for mankind. You shouldn’t get hung up on the lives you’ve taken.”

      “I don’t need a pep talk.”

      “Of course you don’t. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss?”

      Again Abbie felt the tingle on the back of her neck as though she were being watched. She resisted the urge to pat her pocket, where Bobby’s number could be found. To look back to the hospital, to see if he was still there.

      If Ben knew something, he could call her on it. Abbie was done playing his games.

      If he wanted to call her on it, he could do it another time.

      “Nothing at all,” said Abbie and hung up the phone. 
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        * * *

      

      From her drawstring bag, Abbie extracted the pillowcase. From the pillowcase, her battered and bruised but still intact copy of The Stand. Placing the book on her lap, Abbie placed her palm on the cover. 

      "Violet," she whispered. 

      She saw her little sister's smile, heard that wonderful laugh. Could almost smell freshly shampooed hair. 

      From inside her pocket, she withdrew the sheet of paper on which she had written Bobby's number. This she flattened on The Stand's cover. She placed her palm over both.

      "For years now, I've been a robot," she said to her long since passed sister. "I don't want to be a robot anymore. Vi, I want to be a human."

      Slipping the number away from The Stand, Abbie leaned forward and kissed the cover as she had once upon a time kissed Violet’s soft cheek.

      "I think you'd be proud of me, sis," she whispered. "I love you now, I'll love you always."

      Abbie returned the number to her pocket. The book she returned to the pillowcase and the pillowcase to her drawstring bag. 

      Holding new hope in her heart, as she had for so long held her sister's favourite possession by her side, Abbie started the car and drove away.

      Somehow, as she passed the town limits, she even managed to smile.
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