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Chapter 1

 


"Still here, eh?"

 

Anna stood up nervously.

 

"Waiting for me?"

 

Joe was smiling down at her as she rose up,
the usual suggestive glint in his eyes.  She was not in the
mood for this repetitive sparring.

 

"No," she drew out. "You know I'm not."

 

"A guy can hope, can't he?"  Joe
winked.  Anna rolled her eyes, and walked away from the
lab.  Joe followed her into the locker room, talkative as
ever, and as ever oblivious to her lack of interest. "You never
come out any more," he complained.

 

"I do go out," Anna sighed. "Just not with
you."

 

"Oh." He marked his disappointment with a sad
face.  "But we miss you!"

 

"No you don't."

 

"I do. I always miss you."  For
a moment he sounded genuinely sad. Anna was never sure whether to
take him seriously or not.  Habit caused her to err on the
side of caution.  Either way, Joe was bound to make a joke of
it - of her - at some point.

 

"Yeah, yeah," she said sarcastically,
rummaging about in her locker while he stood watching, arousing yet
more of that irritability she felt inside. It was strange to think
that once upon a time this kind of riling might have made her
laugh, but nothing seemed to these days.  Perhaps she had
finally come to the end of her tether? Perhaps his continual
hounding really was getting to her? She couldn't explain it to
herself any more than she could to anyone else, and she certainly
wasn't going to try to explain it to Joe. 

 

"Come out tonight, then?"  he
suggested.

 

"I have plans.  Steven's taking me to
dinner."

 

"Really?"  Joe shook his head with
disappointment. 

 

She had hoped her evasive attitude would do
the trick. She had even started a deliberately open relationship
with Steven Baxter - quite a coup considering how popular he was
with most of the women working in ProLab, and very unlike the
private person she was. But even this had no effect on Joe's
persistence - if anything, it had made him react even more
strongly.

 

"Seriously, what does Monkey-Boy have that I
don't?"

 

Anna rolled her eyes.  Lab work was
becoming repetitive. The experiments were producing no beneficial
results; not for the first time she knew. But this time it grated.
Weeks and weeks of petulance had forced her hand, but still she had
to deal with Joe.

 

"You don’t really want me to answer that," she
said, screwing her lab coat up and throwing it into the back of her
locker, an unwanted rag. "And stop calling him Monkey-Boy."

 

"What?   The guy's just so
hairy.  All that stuff around his face, makes him look like a
monkey."

 

"No it doesn't.  Anyway, I like that
look."

 

"Really?  Weirdy-beardy?"  Joe
stroked his chin in mock thoughtfulness.  "So is that what it
will take…?"

 

"No!" Anna span towards him, holding her
shoes, and for a brief second Joe wondered if she were about to
clobber him with them. He stepped back a little and put up his
hands in protection, then laughed at himself.

 

Anna saw him laugh at her. She put on a smile,
letting the slight go. "Don’t even think about it," she tried to
joke as she threw her trainers in after her lab coat.

 

"Well, there's got to be something I can do to
win your heart?" he continued, watching her change into a pair of
black heeled boots.

 

"We both know it's not my heart you’re after,"
she groaned as she struggled to pull the left boot up.

 

"That's not fair!"

 

"True though." She could see him admiring the
boots. Had she been wearing them for his pleasure she might not
have minded, but his gaze made her feel awkward. She didn’t like
heels and only wore them because Steven had expressed such delight
the first time. Why one pair of boots should cause any kind of
excitement she could not imagine. Anna was not a shoe girl. She had
no more than four pairs of regular foot attire, and could more than
easily walk past a sale without the need to buy yet more pairs she
would doubtless never wear, although she couldn’t help admiring
some of the tiny, pointed and horribly uncomfortable looking items
the admin assistants wore in all their glorious colours.

 

"You know, one of these days you’re going to
regret turning me down so often," Joe was still contending.

 

"It's never going to happen," Anna sighed.

 

"It might?"

 

"It's amazing," she snapped, closing the
locker door with a slam, "that a brilliant scientist like you can
have such a crude grasp of rudimentary English! No means no,
Joe."

 

"Ooh, we are in a bad mood today. Is it time
of the month?"

 

"I'm going to buy you a dictionary for
Christmas," she continued, letting his sexism go.

 

"You're buying me a Christmas present?" he
asked like an excited schoolboy. "You see, you do love me!"

 

"So that you can look up the word 'No'," she
added, still refusing to succumb to his jibes.

 

Joe saw her flushed look and decided to change
tact.

 

"Come on, Annabella, you know I'm only
joking?"

 

"I know," she agreed through gritted teeth.
"It's just sometimes you really get on my nerves, Joe."

 

"Well, at least I'm getting on something of
yours!" He couldn’t resist it, and she groaned angrily. "What?" he
laughed again.

 

"Just when I think you might redeem yourself,
you have to play the jerk again."

 

"You know all of this would stop if you just
gave in," he nudged at her playfully.

 

She looked at him, stern and direct. "It's
never. Going. To happen."

 

"What's never going to happen?"

 

Anna and Joe both turned with a start as a
third voice entered the room.

 

"Nothing," Anna dismissed as she walked
towards Steven.

 

"Are you harassing my girlfriend again?" the
newcomer asked Joe in a hostile voice.

 

"I wish," Joe winked, and Anna put just enough
pressure on Steven to hold him where he was.

 

"Guys, leave it, OK?" she protested. "Steven,
what are you doing in here, anyway? I told you I'd meet you in the
car." It had always surprised Anna just how easily he managed to
slip past the front desk and meet her in the private labs. Anyone
else would get hauled out by security for even trying. But tall,
dark Steven seemed to have a trusting smile, and had sweet-talked
every female receptionist - and one of the male guards - into
allowing him to meet her inside the building. It wasn't right, Anna
knew, but there was no good way of arguing with his ingenuity.
That, she guessed, was what made him such a good salesman.

 

"I know," he cooed, "I was just wondering what
was holding you up?" He glared across at Joe, who threw up his
hands in feigned ignorance. Another man might have taken the hint
and made an exit, but Joe always dared to be different.

 

"Going anywhere nice this evening?" he called
across from his safe distance. Steven's body stiffened against
Anna's and she knew it was time to make an exit.

 

"Just a meal," she dismissed Joe's interest,
and turning to Steven she added, "Actually, can we swing past my
place on the way? I really need to freshen up a bit."

 

"You look fine," Steven said, stroking her
wavy, auburn hair.

 

"She looks fantastic," Joe advanced him, and
again Anna could feel the tension between the two men, the
testosterone filling the room like a heady smoke.

 

"Please?" she begged Steven like a helpless
girl, hoping to induce a little feminine quiet into the air. "It
won’t take long."

 

"Sure," he relented, not taking his eyes off
his opposition. "You working late tonight, Joe?" he asked in a tone
that sounded more threatening than inquisitive.

 

"Couple more hours, may be," Joe answered, and
Anna felt as though she were stood between two bulls, scraping
their hooves against the dusty ground, preparing for the charge.
She looked at Steven with pleading eyes and he sighed, taking the
hint.

 

"Enjoy," he tossed back over his shoulder as
he led Anna away.

 

"You too," Joe threw back, adding a muttered
"Monkey-Boy," as soon as the pair were well enough out of
earshot.










Chapter 2

 


"You really should report him," Steven called
to Anna while he sat picking at her sofa in the half-light.

 

"For what?" she called back from the brightly
lit bathroom over the sounds of running water and various clanking
paraphernalia.

 

"For bothering you so much."

 

"He doesn't bother me," she argued, appearing
in the living room, searching through her handbag for a lipstick.
"He bothers you," she smiled up at Steven who was beginning to show
the first signs of impatience. He had hoped to be at the restaurant
by now. He'd told Anna it was just a quiet evening meal, nothing
special. She was spending far too long getting ready for this.

 

"Every time I walk in there, he's at it."

 

"Well, that's another thing," she said as she
walked back to the bathroom for the umpteenth time, "you really
shouldn't be just walking into the lab like that."

 

"Why not? I sign the visitors' book."

 

"It's my place of work!"

 

"So I'm not allowed somewhere because you work
there?"

 

Anna walked to the doorway with her hands on
her hips.

 

"We do some top secret work in those labs,
Steven!" He scoffed at this, causing her irritability to rise
again. "You just do it to wind Joe up," she added.

 

"I do not!" he protested as she disappeared
back into the bathroom and, to his relief, began to turn lights
off.

 

"I wish you two would get on," she said,
zipping up make-up bags and closing cupboards.

 

"Why should we?"

 

"He's my friend," she explained, closing the
bathroom door. Even in the half-light she was looking uncommonly
well groomed in a tight black top and knee-length skirt, her boots
just reaching the tops of her shins. She'd even worked the usually
unkempt kinks in her hair into controlled waves. She stood before
him, returning various items to her handbag.

 

"Yeah, well, I'm not sure what that says about
your choice of friends," he mumbled. She looked at him, waiting for
a compliment that clearly wasn't coming.

 

"And you’re my boyfriend," she added, in a
tone suggestive of her need for a different kind of attention than
this over-protective act he was putting on.

 

"Right," was his muted response.

 

"Ready?" she asked, disappointed.

 

"If you are?" he said, relieved, rising to his
feet and following her to the front door.

 

"We might as well walk from here."

 

"Whatever you say," he agreed as she pulled
her mobile phone out of her bag. "Oh, now who are you calling?" he
objected impatiently.

 

"No one," she snapped back. "I'm just taking
it off silent, that's all. Don’t look like that!" she protested his
glare. "I'm sure yours isn’t turned off, is it?" Phone calls had
been a long-standing bone of contention since they got together
almost four months ago. She couldn’t yet remember a single date
that hadn't been interrupted by some work or emergency call he just
had to take. "Shall we go?" she asked before the enmity
grew any stronger.

 

As they reached the ground floor of her
apartment building, Steven suddenly stopped dead.

 

"What?" Anna asked, now the impatient one.

 

"I forgot my keys. They're by your sofa."

 

"Well, do you need them? You can pick them up
when you get back."

 

"I can't, I won’t feel right without
them."

 

Anna handed him her door keys and waited by
the entrance for his return, a feeling of mild suspicion creeping
over her.










Chapter 3

 


"We can have a table for you in half an hour,
if you'd like to wait at the bar?" The waiter was already showing
the strains of a Friday evening shift, coupled with having to raise
his voice over the sound of multiple sirens rushing past the
restaurant windows.

 

"Sure," Steven relented. "Drink?" he asked
Anna, who was only mildly distracted by the police cars and fire
engines.

 

"Suppose we'd better," she mumbled as they
both eased themselves on to the last remaining bar stools.

 

"What do you want?" he asked, catching the eye
of the bartender. The sound of Anna's phone seemed to cut through
the echoes of the already noisy waiting area. "Oh, no way. Don't
answer it," he ordered as he watched her fumbling through her bag.
The barman took a few steps back, sensing he was less likely to be
needed here.

 

"It's Maddie," said Anna, checking the
flashing screen.

 

"So? Not tonight, OK. We really need to talk,
Anna. Turn it off."

 

"It could be important," Anna half-protested,
already having made her mind up to ignore his boorish requests. It
made a change for the shoe to be on the other foot.

 

"She'll leave a message; you can call back
later."

 

"Maddie knows I'm out tonight. She wouldn’t
call if it didn’t matter," she lied. "I'll be five minutes." Anna
made her way towards a quiet space by the doorway without waiting
for his reply and quickly accepted the call before it flicked to
voicemail. "Hello?"

 

"Oh, thank god!" Maddie's voice was trembling
and strained. "You're OK. When the phone rang and rang, I…" She
took in a deep breath as if covering over something. "Is Joe with
you?"

 

Anna found the question a little distasteful
after the evening she'd had. Maddie calling her up in an emotional
condition while she was on a date was one thing, but to ask after
Joe was just infuriating.

 

"No, of course he's not! I'm out with Steven."
Maddie whimpered and Anna realised her angry tone was clearly
inappropriate here. "Why? Has he forgotten he's supposed to be
meeting Dave or something?" Joe and Maddie's husband, Dave, were
strange friends - in truth, all of them were an odd group. Dave was
a fellow lab worker, though as a family man he tended to stick to
standard shifts, while the rest of the place was an irregular
mishmash of long, unacknowledged hours and weekend work.

 

"Did he leave the lab with you?" Maddie
continued to probe.

 

"No, I told you. I'm with Steven. I left with
Steven." There was the sound of a swallowed sob and Anna began to
think that something might be up with her and Dave. Perhaps they'd
had an argument? "Joe said he'd be there another few hours, I
think," she added, hoping to placate the situation.

 

"Oh no!" Again Maddie was whimpering and it
was clearer now that she must be crying.

 

"Why?"

 

"Anna…" Maddie sobbed more loudly and Anna
tried to wait patiently on the end of the phone, although this sort
of drama always irked her. "There's been an explosion," Maddie
eventually managed to say. "At the lab. It's completely blown out."
Anna felt her legs grow soft under her, though she didn’t move a
muscle. "And if Joe was there…"

 

"Are you and Dave Ok?" she asked in a calm
voice.

 

"Yes. Dave was home looking after the kids
this afternoon, thank god." The moment the words were out, however,
she returned to her sobs, sounding anything but relieved.

 

Anna took a deep breath and waited for Maddie
to quieten.

 

"I'm out with Steven now, so I can't really
talk. Can I call you later?" There was a pause as Maddie tried to
understand how Anna could speak with such controlled
nonchalance.

 

"Of course."

 

"And let me know if you hear anything
more?"

 

"I will," Maddie agreed, with a little
confusion. There was another pause and Anna looked back towards the
bar where Steven was busy downing spirits and looking across the
waiting area at someone else. "Make sure Steven looks after you,"
Maddie was saying as Anna followed Steven's gaze across the room.
For the second time in as many minutes her legs almost failed
her.

 

"Uh-huh. Bye." Anna hung up. She stood there
watching Steven, watching the woman whose attention had turned
fully on to her. Anna snapped herself out of it and returned to the
bar. Steven had vacated their seats, presumably having waited long
enough and made enough excuses about her empty space being
taken.

 

"Was it important?" he asked bitterly on her
return.

 

"The lab exploded," she answered with no
emotion at all.

 

"What?!" His exclamation made everyone turn
towards them, embarrassing him, while Anna remained totally
oblivious to their new audience.

 

"The lab exploded," she repeated. "They think
Joe was inside." The room had become eerily quiet, with only a few
mutterings along the bar, spreading out to other areas of the space
like a game of Chinese whispers.

 

"Shit." Steven leaned against the bar. "God,
all that work up in smoke!"

 

Anna looked up at him in disbelief.

 

"My friend is dead, and you’re worried about
petri-dishes?" She was trying to stay calm, trying to keep her
voice down, but he could sense it was only a matter of time before
she might burst.

 

"I'm sorry." He put his hands on her shoulders
in an attempt to be comforting. "What do you want me to say?"

 

Anna grimaced. How could he have to ask that?
Why didn’t he know? She pondered on whether he had always been this
insensitive - whether all men were. And then she remembered the
third person in the room.

 

"Well, a moment ago you wanted to talk to me.
May be you could start by explaining what your ex-girlfriend is
doing here, staring at us so intently from over in the corner?"

 

Steven's face dropped, his hands moved from
her shoulders and into his jacket pockets, then out again and to
his face. Anna watched as he found himself unable to do anything
right with them, increasing his own discomfort.

 

"I don't really think this is the time now,"
he muttered.

 

"But unfortunately it is the place, isn't it?"
she spat back. "Or is it just coincidence?"

 

"May be we should go home. You've had a
shock-"

 

"A shock?" she yelled, and a few of those
customers nearest to them at the bar began to edge themselves
away.

 

Steven leant in to the space that had just
appeared and called to the bartender: "Can I get a brandy?"

 

"I don’t want a drink! I want to know what's
going on! I want to know why she's here!"

 

The barman served Steven, keeping his eyes
firmly on the glass as he did and signalling to the waiters for a
little help.

 

"Ok, fine, Anna. Fine." Realising the scene
was already being made, Steven relented. "She's here because I
wanted her to be here."

 

"For what?" Anna asked dumbly, for she had
already guessed the answer. "Moral support?" Steven took the brandy
for himself. "Well?"

 

"Oh come on, Anna," he said, slamming the
glass back down. "This can't be a surprise."

 

"That we're breaking up?" she acknowledged.
"No. But that you invited her along to watch…?" It was senseless
and insensitive, and as soon as she had thought so it occurred to
Anna there could be only one reason for his doing this. "Are you
getting back together with her?" she asked incredulously. Steven
looked away with a shame that fully answered her question. "Oh, you
have got to be kidding me? After everything you said, everything
you told me?" Anna managed to force herself to look back at her
rival, who seemed to be watching the whole scene unfold
dispassionately. "What happened to her being too clingy? Too
possessive? Never giving you enough space to breathe?" Anna made
sure that every comment was focused on the other woman.

 

"She was," Steven muttered reluctantly. "But
we talked it through-"

 

"That's why you preferred me, you said," Anna
continued to address his ex, who was finally starting to draw as
much attention as the two of them, and her face reddened, her lips
puckered in anger at this. Anna was not about to make this a smooth
handover of power. "You preferred me because I gave you space."

 

"No, you didn’t give me space; you practically
ignored me!" Anna turned to face Steven's ironic comment, avoiding
the rye smile creeping over the other woman's lips. "You had more
conversations with that loser at the lab than you did me!"

 

A tightness gripped Anna's chest.

 

"Don't you dare bring him up now!" she
yelled.

 

"Why not? Hey, I'm sorry for your loss, but
somehow I doubt it will affect you all that deeply." They stared at
each other, both waiting for one of them to crack first, the heat
making the rest of the room nothing but a hazy fug, holding its
breath.  "You're right that I couldn’t stand her clingy
nature," Steven spoke in a softer voice, though his attempts not to
be overheard were now futile, since the entire room had been
waiting on their continued din. "But at least she talked to me. You
never talk to me, about your day, about your work-"

 

"What?" Anna interrupted. "Why should you care
about my work?"

 

"May be I don’t! It's called taking an
interest."

 

"Don’t I ask about you?" she disputed.

 

"Sure! With about as much interest as the next
guy."

 

"That is not true!"

 

"I don’t feel like I know who you are or what
you really do," he continued to complain. "You never open up to me,
you never trust me. Even when we're having sex you're just so-" he
paused, searching for the right word and finally settling on
"cold."

 

Anna blinked. "Cold?" she repeated, feeling as
though he had just punched her in the stomach. "That's what you
think?"

 

Steven grimaced unhappily.

 

"I didn't want to do this now, but you pushed
me."

 

"Oh no," Anna said, throwing her bag over her
shoulder and trying to mask any pain she felt. "This is perfect
timing, Steven. It's just what I needed." She looked up at him one
last time. "Cold, huh?" she repeated again, before marching out the
door.










Chapter 4

 


Two weeks later, Anna found herself sat on
Maddie and Dave's sofa, facing their TV, concentrating as hard as
she could on the local news.  Behind her came the thumping
sounds of two small children desperately trying to evade their
parents' attempts to make them look more respectable.  Dave
was now in charge of the chase, while Maddie fiddled about in the
kitchen somewhere behind Anna trying not to get involved again.

 

"… memorial service being held today in
memory of the six lab technicians who died in the recent explosion
at ProLab…"




Anna watched the screen dispassionately. 
In the background she could hear Dave calling out impatiently to
Maddie for help, Maddie calling back, exasperated, and the giggles
of the two boys.

 

"I am sorry about this," Maddie apologised as
she walked behind Anna and made her way upstairs.  Anna turned
to let her know that she didn't mind, but Maddie was already gone.
She turned back to the TV, absentmindedly picking at the remote
control.

 

"… are not ruling out the possibility of a
connection between that and the murder of two people, at least one
of whom is believed to have been a ProLab employee.  Their
bodies were found in what police have described as a mutilated
state, and it is likely that their attacker was known to
them…"




Anna was sat bolt upright, when one of the
boys ran straight in front of her eye line.  She jumped,
quickly turning off the TV as the boy sat grinning up at her from
where he had settled on the floor to play with his toy car.

 

"Matthew!" his mother yelled as she stormed
into the room. "How many times do I have to tell you, you can play
with your toys later." Maddie smiled up at Anna, who seemed pale
and awkward. "Sorry about this. We will be ready in a moment. Won’t
we, Matthew," she said, addressing a warning tone to her son who
was trying to decide if crying would win him the day this time.
"Upstairs to your father, now," she instructed, picking him up by
the arm and sending him part of the way.

 

"Nothing on TV?" Maddie asked Anna as she
returned to the living room to pick up her child's debris.

 

"Not really," Anna replied. "Just the news.
Death. Destruction. The usual." Maddie rubbed her arm comfortingly
as Dave appeared in the doorway.

 

"They're not going to be any better than
this," he rationalised at Maddie. "We'll just have to take them as
they are. Or sedate them and leave them in the car?" Dave was
sounding grumpy, and Anna doubted it was solely the fault of his
erstwhile toddlers. Maddie continued to remain upbeat in front of
her guest, but even her front was fading a little. It was just
these sorts of moments that reminded Anna never to have children of
her own.

 

"Do you know if that Steven chap is likely to
be at the service?" Maddie asked. Dave disappeared into the
kitchen, perhaps hoping to find some sedatives for his whole
family. Anna shuffled uncomfortably in her seat.

 

"I've no idea," she said.

 

"Oh well," Maddie said, still trying to keep
things light. "We don’t care, do we?" She smiled sympathetically
and Dave waltzed into announce they were leaving now, letting Anna
off the hook.










Chapter 5

 


After the service, Anna felt compelled,
despite her better instincts, to join the rest of the mourners in
the function room of a nearby pub. It had been a little unnerving,
walking past the small gathering of local press as they made their
way in, and as people munched on finger sandwiches, vol-au-vents
and fruit cake, all the talk was of the conspiracies surrounding
the event. Those genuine grievers - families and friends of the six
workers known to have been killed in the explosion - congregated
together to console each other, while staff and acquaintances
milled about the room sympathetically, sharing stories and
whispering theories.  There had been no funerals as yet -
those bodies (or parts of) that had been found were still being
held by the police.  No one would ever be able to accept that
a group of highly educated and more than able scientists could have
blown themselves up by accident.

 

Anna had managed to avoid the few members of
Joe's family who attended - she didn’t know them in any case, and
was only aware of them due to their being pointed out to her by
Maddie, who had a penchant for knowing everyone.  Four lab
technicians and two admin staff had died, while countless others
had sustained injuries of varying degrees - mostly burns and
bruises. One woman, Anna recognised as one of the many admin girls
Steven had often chatted up, had arrived on a pair of crutches,
without her usually decorative shoes.

 

Anna scanned the room, while her supervisor
tried to engage her in speculation, and reluctantly made do with
only being able to attract Maddie's immediate attention.

 

"I forgot to congratulate you on the new job,"
he said more loudly than Anna would have wished. She looked
sheepishly at her plate.

 

"Thank you. But I feel a little embarrassed
about it now."

 

"Nonsense!" her supervisor intoned
cheerily.

 

"No, don’t be silly!" Maddie joined in. "After
all, you got it before the… things happened. It's not as though
you’re jumping ship."

 

True as that might have been, Anna had
absolutely no doubt that plenty of people considered her to be
doing just that. The new job was a step up the career ladder, and
would take her twenty miles away from all this. She only wished she
could enjoy those facts now.

 

"We certainly wish you all the best," her
supervisor was still going on, "and I hope you have as fine a team
at Acedu as I did here." He raised his glass to Anna and a few
others nearest to them joined in. She could barely lift her head in
appreciation, let alone join in a toast. An elderly woman in the
far corner, who hadn't stopped crying from the moment she arrived
at the church, was finally being ushered out by relatives. There
was a communal sigh of relief as she departed, followed by a moment
of guilt that provoked raised voices and a collective return to
what was left of the catering.

 

"Are the police still bothering you?" her
supervisor asked.

 

"I've been questioned a few times," Anna
admitted. "I was one of the last to leave that evening
before it happened."

 

"Possible suspect, eh?" he joked in rather
poor taste, and Anna blushed at the suggestion.

 

"Unfortunately, I have more than enough
witnesses to vouch for where I was that evening."

 

"Ah, yes, you were with that Steven Baxter
chap." He tutted sympathetically. "Bad news that one." Anna looked
up curiously. "And he seems to have disappeared off the face of the
earth since it happened too! Wouldn’t be averse to putting a bet on
him being a prime suspect in the case."

 

"Except that he was with Anna," Maddie
reminded him, and the man nodded foolishly.

 

"Of course. You haven't seen him lately, have
you?"

 

Before Anna was forced to make some sort of
reply, she was saved by the appearance of Dave, suggesting they
should make a move.  The children were beginning to cause
problems by turning the tables into tunnels worthy of their
exploration and, more often than not, their tumbling against. 
Maddie smiled in an attempt to show she was unmoved by them, but
Dave was less able to relax while his children caused disapproving
looks from those judgmental onlookers.

 

Maddie spent a while saying goodbye to people,
while Anna and Dave waited silently at the door, the latter holding
on tightly to two little boys' hands while they looked uncertainly
from him to their mother. Finally Maddie led them all out to the
car.

 

Before Anna alighted at her apartment, Maddie
leaned forward from the back seat and tapped her on the
shoulder.

 

"You'll come back for Christmas, won’t you?"
she said.

 

"Of course," Anna replied, though she felt
sure she sounded as unconvincing as she felt. Dave gave her a
sideways glance to that effect, but Maddie seemed strangely
relieved, and settled back down in her seat between the now
peaceful boys. Anna found it hard to believe that she would be
missed by either of them, but Maddie was that sort of person - she
wanted you to feel valued and befriended, and it was hard for Anna
to reciprocate despite never being asked or expected to by the
patient woman Maddie was.

 

"And you will keep in touch?"

 

Anna smiled. "I'll email you as regularly as I
can."










Chapter 6

 


Almost two years to the day, Anna found
herself back in Maddie and Dave's house. The place was again filled
with noise, but this time it had nothing to do with their sons. The
living room was filled with the sound of people and carefully
chosen background music. Maddie had decided to hold an anniversary
wake.

 

"It's really to cheer up poor Dave," she
confided quietly, as Anna helped her in the kitchen, laying out
hors d'oeuvres on brightly patterned serving plates. "He's not been
himself since the redundancies." Maddie had gushed at how wonderful
it was to see Anna again when she had first arrived, how much she'd
been missed, but Anna had viewed this as nothing more than the
usual pleasantries and platitudes. If she had really been missed by
Maddie, surely contact would have been made earlier? Now, however,
it became clear that Maddie had been heavily distracted by her
family over the past few years. Though she talked of holding the
'party' for Dave, Anna suspected it was as much, if not more so,
for Maddie.

 

The extensive investigation had resulted in a
good deal of monetary loss, according to ProLab's owners. The
findings had been inconclusive - all suspects appeared to have good
alibis, and there was, in actuality, never any good motives for the
explosion. For a while, it had been pinned on animal rights'
activists, but nothing, much to the directors' and investors'
chagrin, would stick.  People's opinions altered, and some
finally began to talk of it as a 'tragic accident'. The
investigation had been closed and, shortly afterwards, around two-
dozen long-standing employees paid the price. Dave was one of those
who had lost his job.

 

"He went for so many interviews," Maddie
explained sadly. "I felt sure he would get something, but it just
never seemed right - never worked out for him. So then I decided to
go back to work - which I love, by the way," she smiled, popping a
stray cherry into her mouth. "Dave's been home with the kids ever
since. He's been working on a novel, I think." Maddie swallowed.
"He's not the same though," she concluded forlornly, then motioned
to Anna to help her carry the plates into the party.

 

Anna walked past faces she hadn't seen for so
long she could barely remember their names. Despite her initial
guilt at leaving, it had quickly become a relief to leave the whole
unpleasantness of ProLab behind her. She had wanted to make an
excuse for tonight, but something in Maddie's request had made her
come, at the very least as a show of good faith.

 

Dave was sat in the corner of his own living
room, barely talking to anyone, being as civil as he could manage
and trying to evade the determined glances of Maddie as she passed
him. On Anna's arrival, he had expressed his surprise to see her,
but she had dismissed this as part of his usual morose manner. As
she approached, he caught her eye and their mutual discomfort
connected them.

 

"Two years, eh?" he said as he took one of the
offerings from her plate with no real interest. Anna nodded.
"You've got to wonder what they were mixing to cause an explosion
like that." Anna looked at him questioningly. "Well, they found no
evidence of foul play," he persisted, "so it must have been their
fault." His words and their tone did not match. Even if they had,
Anna would still have found it hard to believe that Dave, a fellow
scientist, would believe that the lab technicians were responsible.
It would have taken a moment of madness for them to mix just the
right chemicals, and the experiments had nothing whatsoever to do
with volatile, unstable reactions.

 

"How have you been?" Anna asked, desperate for
something to say and not wanting to dwell on the distant past.

 

"Fine," he lied. "How's lab work these days?
Are you feeling the pressure of responsibility?" Each time he spoke
to her, she grew more anxious. Dave had a way of making his
questions sound more like part of an interrogation used to
determine her guilt.

 

"It's fine," she answered. "Not much different
really." He took a deep breath and she felt as though that was to
induce her confession. She could have excused herself and moved on,
but Dave was, oddly, the only person in the room she currently felt
on a mutual understanding with.

 

"Are the boys here?" she enquired
casually.

 

"No. There at their grandmothers."

 

"Oh." Anna shuffled her foot against the
carpet. She was wearing new shoes and they were starting to pinch.
"I expect they're a great deal taller since I last saw them," she
continued, trying hard to keep the conversation light, but failing
to sweeten Dave's glower. Another guest interrupted to ask for
something on her plate, and just as Anna was afraid she might have
to turn back to Dave for a further trial, the music faded away and
Maddie tapped a glass from across the room.

 

"Thank you, everyone, for coming along
tonight," she began, taking in the mixed faces of her guests.
"Obviously, two years ago, we were all joined together in much
grief over what happened. And although there is still sadness, I
hope that we can use this evening to remind ourselves of the good
times and good friends who cannot be with us." A few appreciative
murmurs followed. From behind her Anna heard David tut
unappreciatively and the back of her neck burned as she held
herself stock-still.

 

"To the missing, and very missed, six!" Maddie
toasted, and the room followed her lead.

 

"Except that it wasn't six," Dave said. Maddie
looked over and Anna was aware she was almost blocking the view of
her husband. She leaned over the scratch her legs in an excuse to
move a little away. Maddie stepped down from her vantage point, and
turned the music back up, but the room was now full of concerned
mutterings. She did not march straight over to confront Dave, but
instead went to the kitchen to produce more wine. Anna felt sorry
for her, and turned to Dave accusingly.

 

"There were only ever five bodies found," he
continued towards her. She stood silently, waiting for him to
elucidate, and for the first time in a long time, he smiled. He
knew something.

 

"There were six people killed," Anna
eventually reminded him.

 

"No, there were six people unaccounted for
after the explosion. That's not the same thing." By now, Maddie had
finally made her way over to them, smiling, though her teeth were
clenched.

 

"Thank you, dear, for making that more
difficult than it needed to be," she muttered in his ear as she
poured him some more wine.

 

"Well, I wouldn’t want you to lie, would I?"
he growled in return, and almost instantly drank what she had
added.

 

"I'm sorry Anna," Maddie said sourly. Anna had
tried to look away, but was now drawn back into the couple's tense
sphere. "You'll have to let my husband's nonsense go. He's been
drinking." Anna smiled uneasily at them both.

 

"We've all been drinking," Dave argued. "But
that doesn't change the facts." Maddie sighed heavily and marched
away to the other guests, pretending her husband was nothing but a
mild nuisance. "One person survived the explosion."

 

"Who?" asked Anna, a cold shiver creeping up
her spine.

 

"Who else?" he sneered. "But Joe
Matthews."










Chapter 7

 


"The facts are pretty evident," Dave explained
to Anna's shocked face and the bemused looks of those partygoers
nearest to them. "They found some of his belongings, yes. But those
items could have been left lying about for any reason - you know
how Joe was?" Anna didn't respond. She was finding it hard to
breathe. "They never found any parts of his actual body."

 

"Perhaps," offered Anna when she finally felt
able to speak, " he was nearest to the blast." She didn’t wish to
clarify further. She could only assume there was no possible way
they could have found him, but that did not rule out his death.
Dave appeared to smugly disagree with her.

 

"Face it, Anna. He's not dead. How could a
blighter like that ever be killed."

 

Anna felt woozy. It couldn’t be the drink -
she'd barely touched the stuff. She took a sip now, hoping it might
calm her, but it only increased the pounding of her heartbeat in
her ears. She slumped down on the sofa.

 

"Why would you say something like that?"

 

"What's the matter?" he asked, squatting down
next to her. "Don’t you want it to be true?"

 

Anna could see her own hands shaking, yet she
felt totally disconnected to her body. She took a slow, deep
breath.

 

"If he were still alive," she reasoned, unable
to speak his name, "he would have contacted me by now. I'm sure of
it."

 

"You're sure?" Dave scoffed. "What makes you
so sure?"

 

"He wouldn't want anyone to suffer or worry
all this time… He was my friend!"

 

"Oh, give it a rest, Anna. You might have
convinced everyone else of that in his absence, but we all know you
couldn’t stand him."

 

"No!" she protested.

 

"Admit it! He did nothing but irritate you.
Bugging you over and over to go out with him. I bet you were more
than pleased to be rid of him!"

 

"That's not true! That's not fair."

 

"You only went out with
Steven-backstabbing-Baxter to get at him."

 

"For god's sake, Dave!" Maddie interjected,
but was silenced under his glare. A number of the guests were
beginning to make a discrete exit and Maddie was showing signs of
the strain of dealing with her unruly husband.

 

"What do you mean, backstabbing?" Anna
demanded.

 

"It doesn't matter," Maddie tried again to
calm the situation, but was again rebuffed by the warring pair.

 

"No, I'd like to know," she insisted. "If you
have something to say, Dave, then perhaps you should let it all
out?"

 

"Are you saying you really didn't know? That
Steven Baxter worked for Halo?"

 

Anna shook her head. Halo was ProLab's biggest
competition and there were always rumours of spies between the two
companies.  But Steven had never mentioned any involvement
with them - never even mentioned the name. He had told her he
worked for a cosmetics company, and why should she doubt that? She
still had his business card, stuffed tightly in her purse beneath
unused credit cards and old train tickets; the samples of lipsticks
and eyeliners he'd offered her still lined her bathroom
cabinet.

 

"Steven was a salesman. He didn’t have
anything to do with lab work!"

 

"Steven was a born liar! Joe told me, a few
weeks before his death. I asked him why he was always so hostile to
the guy, you know, just joking around with him. I assumed, like
most people, it was jealousy over you, though god knows why. You
were never that nice to him." Anna looked away, toward the front
door and escape, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t leave yet. 
"Joe and Steven used to work together, before Joe came to
ProLab."

 

"But that's ridiculous!" Anna exclaimed. "If
Joe knew Steven was a spy for the other side, why wouldn’t he say
something? Why didn’t he report him?"

 

"Proof?" Dave suggested. "You?"

 

Anna shook her head incredulously. "This is
nonsense."

 

"Yes, it is," said Maddie. "Dave, that's
enough!"

 

"It's not nonsense, woman," he charged neither
one of them in particular, "it's true. Joe didn’t die that night. I
know it. And I'll bet my life that he was the target of the bomb
too."

 

"I'm sorry Maddie," said Anna, surprising
herself by her ability to stand up so firmly and stay on her feet,
"I have to leave now." Maddie glared at her husband and followed
Anna out to the hall.

 

"Please," she begged Anna, "don’t blame him.
He really just isn't himself at the moment."

 

"It's fine," Anna replied, putting on her
coat. "Look after yourself, Maddie." She went to hug the poor woman
goodbye, but the effort was far more stilted on her side than the
intent. She wasn't a tactile friend, but her heart went out to
Maddie as she left the house and waited for the cold air to refresh
her. But the cold air had no effect at all. She felt instead as
though every nerve ending in her body had died.

 

 

Back home, Anna undressed and wiped away her
make up with a feeling of relief. But no amount of washing or
cleansing could ease her mind of its constant noise. Dave's words
pummelled against her temples alongside the throbbing, latent
effects of Maddie's wine. Her wastepaper bin was full to the brim
of old, unwanted items from her cabinet, a bright red streak of
'Crimson Rogue' lipstick staining the white plastic liner. She
rinsed with mouthwash before turning out the bathroom light and
making her way into the bedroom. The golden glow of the bedside
lamp was faintly comforting as she crawled under the sheets, but as
she pulled out her hair and made to settle down she suddenly felt
frightened of the dark. She lay still, trying hard to turn off her
brain, but the more she tried, the more the words cut through her
skull. There had to be a way to silence them.

 

Anna rose slowly and padded out to her small hallway. She
dragged the heavy phone book back to her bed and began to flick
through its pages for an answer.










Chapter 8

 


The following day, as the clock on the wall
above her ticked over to 11am, Anna found herself flicking through
one of many banal magazines in a small, blue-painted waiting room.
The fake leather chair squeaked beneath her legs with every tiny
move. From behind the nearest door came the muffled sounds of two
people talking. Anna turned her attention to the page before her,
but took in none of its content.  She was too nervous to
concentrate.

 

After a few perpetual seconds, the door opened
and a man and woman appeared. She was smiling, reassuring but
detached, and business-like. The man looked as edgy as Anna felt on
seeing her waiting outside. He looked everyway but at her, and Anna
couldn’t help but speculate on his reasons for being there as he
swiftly departed the office.

 

"Anna Johnson?" the remaining woman enquired,
though her voice suggested fact more than question. Anna nodded and
put the magazine back in exactly the way she had found it. The
other woman watched her carefully as she invited her into the room
the man had just vacated. She motioned to a seat and Anna accepted.
For a moment, the two women took each other in. Anna noticed the
other's austere look, her cropped blonde hair and tailored
pinstripe trouser suit. The nameplate on her desk said Jennifer
Mitchell P.I., but Anna couldn’t imagine her as a Jenny. She looked
hardened, and Anna wondered if she was ex-Army. All the while,
Jennifer Mitchell watched Anna take her in and waited. As soon as
Anna's gaze dropped to her lap, she began.

 

"What can I do for you, Ms Johnson?" Anna
smiled apprehensively. "It's perfectly natural to find this
difficult," Jennifer Mitchell continued in a practical tone, "but
you’re here now, and I'm sure you have a good and legal reason to
be." Anna shuffled in her seat and Mitchell smiled inwardly.

 

"Do you remember," Anna asked slowly, "a few
years ago, there was an explosion in a laboratory near here?"

 

"You mean the ProLab case? Yes, I remember. Do
you know something about it?"

 

"No," Anna answered a little too quickly. She
took a deep breath before continuing. "One of my-" she paused
awkwardly, thinking of Dave's harsh words, but continued
anyway.  "One of my friends was killed."

 

"In the explosion?" Mitchell asked, scribbling
on paper as she spoke. Anna watched her for a moment before
confirming.

 

"Yes. But, one of my other," she paused again,
"friends has intimated to me, just recently, that he now thinks
that person wasn't killed after all."

 

Mitchell looked up with interest.

 

"I don’t believe him," Anna hastily added.
Mitchell's eyebrows rose curiously. "But… I'd like to make
sure."

 

"Any particular reason?" Mitchell asked,
returning to her notes.

 

"It's… I'm worried about my friend. I think,
if I can prove he's wrong… We can get him help. Or something." She
felt her explanations were too feeble for this professional woman's
time. "If he is still alive," Anna continued, "it's not as though I
need to see him or speak to him." Mitchell smiled politely at her.
"I think we all just need closure," she decided.

 

Mitchell wrote on her pad for a moment longer,
before clicking her pen and resting it carefully back down on the
table.

 

"Ms Johnson, let me be sure. Are you asking me
to trace someone, to confirm only that he is alive?"

 

"Or otherwise," Anna agreed, wondering if this
really was as stupid as it sounded. Mitchell thought for a moment,
though her outward expression remained unchanged and Anna half
expected her to suddenly burst out laughing.

 

"Very well," Mitchell said. "First, I'll need
a down payment to cover initial hours and expenses. How does a
thousand sound?" She looked Anna straight in the eyes, but neither
woman flinched.

 

"That's fine," Anna agreed, opening her
handbag and pulling out a chequebook. "Is this OK?" she asked,
holding the book between her fingertips.

 

"I won’t start work until the cheque clears."
Anna nodded in acceptance, and wrote out the cheque, tearing it
roughly at the stub and sliding it across the table. As Mitchell
picked it up and moved it to a small letter rack behind her, Anna
felt as if she could be in a movie; there was something almost
exciting about this interview now.

 

"So," Mitchell broke the spell, "I'll need to
know everything you do about this man if I'm to have any luck in
tracing him."

 

"OK. His name is - was," she corrected, "Joe -
Joseph Matthews…" It occurred to Anna, as she talked to Mitchell of
his past, that she really knew very little.  Where he had
worked, where he had lived, where he occasionally used to drink…
None of it sounded useful. If he was alive, she, or someone else,
surely would have seen him in such places? Nevertheless, Mitchell
seemed content to note everything down and probed until Anna
appeared to have run out of answers.

 

"Is that OK," she asked Mitchell who smiled
with pursed lips.

 

"It's enough to get started on. Obviously, if
anything else comes to mind, you’d be best to let me know."

 

"Do you think you'll be able to trace him from
that?" Anna asked sceptically.

 

"Nothing's impossible," Mitchell said after a
moment's pause. "I will, of course, contact you as soon as the
retainer has run out. I'll let you know everything I've found out
until that point, and you can decide whether or not you wish me to
continue and incur any more expenses."

 

"Money is not an issue," Anna reassured.
Mitchell nodded. "Very well." She rose to her feet and leaned
across the table, arm outstretched. Anna stood and shook her hand,
before making her way to the door. As it opened, she noticed a
woman sat in the same seat she had, reading the same magazine
through darkened glasses. Anna turned to Mitchell and remembered
the man who had left before her. She wondered if she was coming
across just as awkwardly as he had. She tried to steady herself by
recalling anything she could about the magazine article, but this
only caused her to frown.

 

"I'll be in touch," Mitchell said. Anna nodded
gratefully and left, hoping for a better night's sleep.

 

 

Outside, stood on the hard pavement, cars
rushing by, Anna felt the raindrops on her skin and started to
smile. It was a relief to feel something real.

 

Her handbag began to vibrate, and Anna opened
up, releasing the ringing tones into the dampened air. She looked
at the screen and was startled to see the name 'Dave' blinking up
at her.










Chapter 9

 


In the safety of her flat, Anna allowed
herself to play the message Dave had left on her answering service.
The last thing she had felt like doing as she left the private
investigator's office was talk to someone. Dave's message was
short. He needed to speak to her, by phone or in person - he didn’t
care which. She could tell the call had been made far out of
earshot of Maddie.

 

Anna sat down on her sofa and allowed her body
to sink into the cushions. She played out conversations between the
two of them in her head, trying to guess what he would say to her
this time, but the mystery bored her. She didn’t want to discuss it
with him until after the results of the investigation.

 

Yet Dave's voice had sounded insistent. If she
didn’t respond, he may call again, and again, until she did. She
followed the line of her body from her chest to her feet, and
noticed she was still wearing her walking shoes - scruffy black
trainers she liked to believe would allow her to run away more
easily from would-be assailants in these modern, iniquitous
streets. Other women tottered about town in pointed heels.

 

Heels were only good as weapons, Anna thought,
and flicked at the backs of her feet with the opposite toes until
the shoes loosened and dropped to the floor. She had delayed
curiosity enough. She picked up her phone and sent a reply by text
message to Dave.

 

Four days later, after work, Anna and Dave
were sat in a bar in the High Street. It was a long, thin room,
covered everywhere in wood panelling, with pictures of cloudy
seafronts on the walls. They had ordered separately, and Dave was
cradling his drink between his hands as if he expected it to
disappear at any moment.

 

"I'm sorry," he mumbled into the glass. "About
the party."

 

"It's probably not me you should be
apologising to," Anna answered with the same level of
dispassion.

 

"Oh, I think it is," he declared, resting his
glass down on a damp paper placemat. He looked at Anna who was
trying hard to keep her focus in her own glass. "If you’re
referring to Maddie, I know. I have grovelled. I'm sure she'll
continue to make me do so."

 

Anna wondered that he could be so ungrateful
to his wife. "She went to a lot of effort to try and cheer you
up!"

 

"You don’t believe that any more than I do,"
he scoffed. "The party was for her."

 

Anna glanced sideways and noticed the thick
gold wedding band on Dave's finger. She thought how strangely
invisible this had always seemed before.

 

"I think the party was for both of you," she
argued.

 

"May be," he agreed.

 

"I'm sorry things are not great for you at the
moment-"

 

Dave interrupted her with a loud huff. They
sat silently for a moment, taking intermittent gulps of their
drinks, the sounds of other punters drifting by them.

 

"Why did you never go out with Joe?"

 

Anna looked straight at Dave for the first
time. She frowned warily.

 

"I don’t know. Perhaps I don’t like men who
are too keen?"

 

"I thought Steven was to blame," he
suggested.

 

"For what?" she asked, unable to imagine Dave
could be quite so foolish as to blame Steven for her lack of
interest in Joe.

 

"The bombing," he answered, and Anna found
herself unable to move anything but her eyes for a moment; her
hands felt sticky against the wooden bar.

 

"He was with me," she reminded him.

 

"Well, of course he was!" Dave exclaimed,
startling her with his raised, excitable voice. "He wouldn’t have
been at the scene of the crime, would he! He's not so stupid as to
blow himself up." Anna looked surreptitiously about them to see if
anyone had noted Dave's sudden animation, but no one was looking
their way. "And he had the perfect, public alibi," Dave continued.
"A break up with you in a restaurant!"

 

Anna shuffled on her stool and picked up her
bag as if to leave. Dave put his hand gently on her arm.

 

"Sorry. I don’t mean…" He lifted his hand away
and returned it to its comfortable position on his near-empty
glass. "I'm not trying to rip at old wounds. I'm just saying,
that's what I thought."

 

Anna pushed herself back onto her stool and
looked pityingly at Dave. All those days stuck at home with two
small children, nothing but daytime TV to occupy his once
highly-stimulated brain. No wonder he felt compelled to play with
conspiracy theories. The barman took away her empty glass and wiped
the area at which she had been leaning. She clutched her bag on her
lap, deciding to humour Dave a short while longer.

 

"He could have had a remote detonator," Dave
deduced once the barman left them alone.

 

"Anyone could," Anna pointed out.

 

"But not anyone had motive!" he
maintained. "Still, I guess you were with him all the time. You
would have noticed."

 

Anna took a deep breath and allowed herself to
recall the evening she had tried so hard to forget. She hadn't been
with Steven all evening. There was that one moment, when he left
her in the lobby to return to her flat for his keys… She shook
herself out of the memory, the ludicrous ideas, annoyed that she
was allowing Dave's speculations to get to her.

 

"What motive did you give him then?" she
asked, hoping to bring this to an end.

 

"Joe and I got talking quite a bit in the
weeks before he died. That's when he told me about Steven's past
and his suspicions he was a spy for Halo."

 

"So?" Anna dismissed. "Joe's suspicions are
not a motive. In fact, you make it sound like the wrong person got
killed - surely Joe should have murdered Steven, in that case?"

 

"I saw them arguing," Dave insisted, his
frustration growing.

 

"When?"

 

"A couple of days before…"

 

"About what?" Anna persisted.

 

"Joe was confronting him. Accusing him of
using you."

 

Anna paused in surprise. "And what did Steven
say about that?" she asked, though she wasn't sure she wanted an
answer.

 

"He told Joe to mind his own business."

 

"Did he deny it?" Anna asked, the breath
catching in her throat.

 

"I don’t know," Dave admitted. "I think Joe
was threatening to expose Steven if he didn’t do the right
thing."

 

"And what was the right thing?"

 

"I don’t know. Leave you alone and stop coming
to the labs…?"

 

Anna scoffed incredulously, wondering what
right Joe thought he ever had to make such demands. It was obvious
his actions were selfish in motive, or else he would have come
directly to her, told her all of this.

 

"You weren't the only one, Anna," Dave
continued, interrupting her angry thoughts. He sounded
uncomfortable even mentioning this, but Anna had never been foolish
enough to believe Steven was anything but a lousy flirt.

 

"I know," she admitted. "I know he dated that
Carrie from marketing before - and after - me." Anna could still
see Carrie's face, staring at her from across the restaurant, smug
and self-satisfied, surrounded by blond baby curls and covered in
pressed powders and rouge - probably all from Steven's private
collection. She shuddered.

 

"There were very few women in that place he
hadn't… corrupted," Dave continued.

 

Anna looked hard at him, trying to fathom what
he was telling her. Her head began to ache with the efforts, and
she rested it in her hands, her elbows balancing on the bar.

 

"Why did Joe suddenly decide to confide all
this in you?"

 

"Because I decided to confide in
him."

 

"About what?" Anna asked, rubbing her temples,
their confusing conversation making her eyes water. Dave looked
sheepishly up at her.

 

"I had an affair."










Chapter 10

 


Dave's face crumpled with the pain of his
confession. Anna looked longingly at one of the hard-backed seats
lining the opposite wall, and wished she did not have to balance
upon a stool right now. She needed to feel supported to deal with
the shock.

 

"When?"

 

"A while ago," he explained. "It had been over
a year before I confessed it to Joe." He motioned to the bartender
for another drink. "I only wish I could make it feel like
it was that long ago."

 

The bartender refreshed Dave's glass and
motioned to Anna, who declined.

 

"But why?" she turned back to her sombre
company. Dave and Maddie had been together since college. Even in
the few short years Anna had known the couple, their apparent
devotion to each other had been obvious. Dave's mood swings aside,
the pair were inseparable, and Maddie often liked to brag that they
had never spent a single night apart since marriage.

 

"It was after Jossy's birth," he said,
referring to their younger son. "I… can’t explain." Anna could tell
he was holding back something bigger, but didn't feel ready to hear
any more grand revelations right now. "Maddie was the devoted
mother," Dave continued. "I guess I felt… neglected." He took a
large swig of his whisky for courage.

 

"There used to be a secretary to one of the
directors, called Saph - short for Sapphire. Apparently, her
parents decided to name all their children after precious gems. She
even had a brother called Onyx!" He laughed to himself and Anna
frowned at this unnecessary information. "Ironically, she went to
work for Halo too."

 

"We used to bump into each other in the
kitchen. We'd talk. We made each other laugh. We had a lot in
common. It scared me, just how much more I found I had in common
with Saph than Maddie."

Dave rubbed his brow, heavy with the weight of
the memory. "It only happened once, and I knew - instantly, I knew
- it was a mistake. I was doing it for all the wrong reasons. I
broke it off with Saph, and at first she seemed fine with
this."

 

Anna raised her eyebrows sceptically.

 

"Then there were a few tantrums, a couple of
narrowly-missed public scenes. I was convinced Maddie would find
out or suspect something, but every time I came home, all was fine.
Maddie was all smiles, talking constantly about the babies." He
sounded almost disappointed at this. "And then Saph left the
company and I put it all behind me. So to speak."

 

Anna tried to listen for remorse in his voice,
but heard only resentment. She pictured Dave and Maddie, the
perfect family unit, all smiles and pleasantries, and imagined the
impact of Dave's betrayal on his softhearted, indulgent wife.

 

"The only time I ever spoke to your Steven,"
Dave shook his glass in her direction and she watched the liquid
swill about it wildly, "he told me he knew an old flame of mine by
the name of Sapphire." He snorted with disgust and sipped at the
liquor, letting it dampen his lips and wiping them dry with his
tongue. "That should explain my animosity. And a few days after
that I started receiving emails from her, suggesting we renew our
acquaintance in very determined terms. It made me physically ill to
think I'd have to face all that again. Joe found me doubled over
the toilet, and I broke. Spilt my guts in more than one way."

 

"How did he react?" Anna asked.

 

"Shocked. Like you, at first. He was always
fond of Maddie."

 

"I remember," Anna confirmed. She'd seen them
together at parties - he would always call her his "classy lady",
and she would blush like a schoolgirl next to an idol.

 

"At first he implied that I should tell her
the truth," Dave went on. "I knew I couldn’t do that, and when he
offered to do it for me I felt like punching him in the face! Then
afterwards I was more worried about having told him. All the old
fears of Maddie finding out came flooding back and then…" he
sniffed rancorously, "the lab exploded. And that was that."

 

Anna looked closely at him, still struggling
to understand the new stranger before her.

 

"But of all people, Dave, why would you still
want Joe to be alive?"

 

"Who says I do?" he protested. "I just know
what I know," he added mysteriously. "I'm almost certain I saw
him…"

 

"May be you imagined it?" she rationalised.
"You were feeling guilty?" He glared at her, refusing to dignify
her cynicism with an answer. "Then… Maddie still doesn't know?" she
moved on. "About you and Sapphire?"

 

"No."

 

"And you’re not going to tell her?"

 

"No," he repeated. "Are you?" he asked
accusingly and she felt a pang of fear grip her chest.

 

"It's nothing to do with me," she dismissed
him as casually as she could manage. "I'm sure you already feel
punished enough."

 

"Do you think?" he scoffed.

 

"Living with the guilt," she surmised.

 

"It's funny," he said, chuckling to himself in
a very unnerving way, "I don’t feel at all guilty about Saph. I
feel guilty because I know I could do it again."

 

"But you wouldn't?" Anna questioned.

 

"We all get lonely, Anna. We all need to feel
alive once in a while. To feel that someone wants us."

She looked down to see Dave's hand on her
thigh, his thumb gently caressing her knee, ruffling her skirt
material. She froze in bewilderment. "You understand me," he
suggested.

 

"No," she rebuked, though her voice struggled
to hold conviction.

 

"I don’t believe you," he argued as she lifted
his hand from her knee and dropped from the stool to the ground,
feeling her feet hit the floor like two blocks of concrete.

 

"I think I should go," she announced in a
breathy state.

 

He reached for her hand, holding her fingers
in his.

 

"You know as well as I do, we have a
connection," he persevered. "Good or bad, it's there."

Anna could feel her fingers pulsating. She
felt faint and discordant.

 

"Maddie is a friend," she hissed, slowly
slipping free of his hold. She averted her eyes to the bar, afraid
to look at him anymore. His glass sat empty again, waiting for
another refill. "You need to stop drinking, Dave," she
implored.

 

He returned his attention and grip back to the
glass. "That's the least of my problems," he mumbled as he watched
her walk away.










Chapter 11

 


That weekend, Maddie answered her doorbell to
find Anna standing on the front step.

 

"Oh! This is a surprise," she genuinely
acknowledged before stepping aside to allow her guest to enter.
Anna wiped her shoes politely on the doormat and moved out of the
way so that Maddie could close the door behind her. Ever the
hostess, she politely took Anna's coat, hanging it over the
banister of the imposing wooden staircase Anna admired on every
visit. "We weren't expecting you," Maddie smiled apologetically,
rubbing her hands against her crumpled, colourfully splattered
apron, before ushering Anna into the living room and on to the
sofa.

 

"The children are out back," she motioned to
the glass extension, which glowed in the rare winter sunshine.
"Making a mess as usual - this time with paints," Maddie laughed at
them with a mother's patience, and Anna politely acknowledged. "But
you've just missed Dave, I'm afraid."

 

"Oh dear," said Anna, not in the least upset
to hear it. She was well aware she'd missed him. She had sat
outside their house most of the morning, waiting for him to
leave.

 

"He's just popped out to the shops - well, for
a bit of fresh air, really," Maddie excused. "I'm sure he won’t be
long though."

 

"It doesn't matter," Anna smiled. "I was just
passing, so I thought I'd pop in and make sure you were OK."

 

Maddie smiled kindly, but her frown revealed
her puzzlement. Anna noted how, with her head cocked expectantly to
the side like that, Maddie reminded her of a spaniel, awaiting its
master's command.

 

"I thought, considering how we last parted,
I'd make sure there were no hard feelings," Anna clarified.

 

"Ah, I see!" Maddie exclaimed happily, the
penny dropping for her. "Oh, don’t be silly; of course there's no
hard feelings! Besides, Dave told me that you and he have spoken
since then."

 

"He told you that?" Anna asked,
astonished.

 

"Yes," Maddie confirmed without much thought.
"I was actually quite proud of him - making the effort to apologise
off his own back for once, without me having to nag him! Quite a
relief. I had wondered if he intended to chase all our friends
away!" She laughed gaily, though the sound betrayed her
embarrassment. "He said you met for a drink and sorted it all
out."

 

"Did he tell you what we talked about?" Anna
probed.

 

"Only that he made up for his behaviour. Why?
What dark secrets has he been revealing?" Maddie winked, but Anna,
smiling nervously, turned quickly away to hide any visible
anxiety.

 

"Nothing like that," she lied. Maddie smiled
patiently at her, noticeably oblivious, Anna thought, to any
ulterior motives she might have for coming. "You don’t mind him
meeting women for drinks then?"

 

"What, Dave? Of course not. Why should I
mind?"

 

"No reason," Anna agreed, watching Maddie's
eyes for anything, any glimmer of suspicion, and finding a
disappointing lack. "Some women are easily jealous, that's
all."

 

"Oh, I don’t worry about Dave," Maddie
dismissed. "There's no reason why I should, is there?" Now she
looked hard at Anna, never dropping her hospitable façade.

 

"He's still convinced that Joe is alive," Anna
quickly changed the subject.

 

"I know," Maddie sighed. "I'm sorry about all
that. He's quite adamant he's right, and it's no good cutting
through that thick stubborn streak of his." She gazed into the
extension, passively watching her sons as they boisterously flicked
paintbrushes at each other. "I'm sure it would be wonderful if it
were true," she added pensively.

 

"Would it?" Anna blurted.

 

"Well, of course," Maddie replied. "Poor
Joe."

 

One of the boys cried out against his brother
and Maddie flinched at the sound.

 

"Well, I should go." Anna stood up
promptly.

 

"Really? You mean you don't want to stay and
help out?" Maddie half joked, rising to see to her guest's
departure.

 

"I should have called first," Anna excused
herself. "I don't like to intrude, and you clearly have your hands
full."

 

"Oh, no more than usual," Maddie laughed. "I'm
sure Dave will be sorry he missed you." She helped Anna with her
coat, stepping away uncertainly when their eyes met again. Anna was
frowning deeply, and Maddie could sense there was more to her visit
than she had let on. An awkward pause fell between the two
women.

 

"He's never hurt you, has he?" Anna asked.

 

"What do you mean?" asked Maddie, a little
taken aback.

 

Anna watched her reaction guiltily and began
to regret saying anything.

 

"I don’t know," she shrugged glibly. "It's
just with his recent moodiness…"

 

"Oh," Maddie laughed with relief. "It's fine.
Really." She smiled at Anna, as if this was enough to prove how
fine it truly was. "Yes, he hurts me all the time, emotionally -
like most men - but he always makes up for it. He has a good heart,
Anna, and a decent soul. Honestly."

 

Anna winced at her friend's words, but
couldn't bring herself to disagree to her face.

 

"So he'd never hurt you physically?" she
asked.

 

"Good god, no, never!" Maddie was clearly
amazed by the suggestion. "Dave is absolutely useless at violence.
He can't even kill any visiting insects - that's always left to
little old me!" she gladly confided. "You've no need to worry,
Anna. Everything's fine."










Chapter 12

 


"You don’t go to my house and talk to my wife
like that!"

 

Dave was visibly shaking with anger, and Anna
made sure to keep enough distance between them. She had been
reluctant to act on his aggressive demands, following her visit to
Maddie, but concluded she would be more worried about what would
happen if she didn't. Now the two of them stood on the small bridge
spanning the river, the water gushing noisily beneath them. 
The sun had set hours ago, and the only light came from distant
streetlamps lining the nearest road, which hummed with passing
cars. They stood facing each other at opposite ends of the bridge
in virtual shadow.

 

"I don’t know what you mean," Anna objected
indifferently, he fingers playing absent-mindedly with her
umbrella.

 

"She says you think I'm potentially violent!"
he yelled.

 

"Well, we all have that inside us, don’t we?"
Anna smiled complacently.

 

"What were you thinking?"

 

"I don’t know!" Anna shouted back, finally
matching his volume. He stopped a moment under her challenge,
trying to make sense of her motives.

 

"Were you planning to tell her? About me?
About the affair?"

 

"No!" she declared. "I just wanted to make
sure she was OK."

 

"Why shouldn’t she be?" he demanded, but Anna
made no response. "She's fine, so stay away from her."

 

"What's got into you?" Anna retorted. "Ever
since you decided that Joe had risen from the dead, you've been
so…" Anna struggled to decide just how she thought he had been.

 

"What?" Dave snapped impatiently.

 

"I don’t know!" she bit back. "Not yourself.
Closed off." She looked at him, glad she wasn't able to see his
expressions too clearly. "You're opening up all the wrong parts of
yourself right now."

 

He snorted at her psychoanalysis. "You mean my
propositioning you, Anna?" He laughed haughtily. "You needn't fear.
I won’t do it again."

 

"I'm not afraid," Anna rejoined. "But if you
keep this behaviour up, she's going to find out eventually."

 

"Good!" he yelled unexpectedly.

 

"What?" Anna was sufficiently baffled.

 

"You heard me." He yelled, pointing his finger
decisively at her.  His behaviour was beginning to unsettle
her, and she wished she hadn't agreed to meet him in such a remote
spot. He began to step towards her and Anna stumbled back onto the
path as he leaned in, the smell of stale alcohol drifting across
the divide. "What I wouldn’t give to see their faces as they walk
in on you and me grinding away-"

 

"Stop it!" she protested, pushing him at arm's
length from her. She glared at him piteously. "Who's they?" she
asked, suddenly confused by his words.

 

"Who do you think?" he cried out, throwing his
arms up into the night air. She stayed silent, awaiting his
explanation. "Come on, Anna! You’re an intelligent woman. Haven't
you worked it out yet?"

 

"Worked what out?"

 

He tottered back towards her, leaning into her
ear and making her flinch as he whispered abrasively: "Maddie. And.
Joe."

 

Anna moved her head back. "Maddie and Joe?"
she laughed. "Oh Dave, this is getting preposterous.  You need
help!"

 

"Oh you think so?" he yelled, pulling back
angrily.

 

"Maddie would never cheat on you."

 

"Then explain this one away, Anna: I met my
wife in college, right?" Anna nodded, and watched Dave prop himself
against the edge of the bridge. "She was so beautiful back then,"
he reminisced, "and I could not believe my luck when she agreed to
go out with me. I have never worked harder for anything in my life
than for her." He looked to Anna for moral support, but she merely
stared at him, bemused.

 

"Shortly after we got together, I was tackled
badly in a rugby match and carted off to hospital with blood
running down my legs. I was laid up for weeks with a groin injury,
while Maddie played the doting nurse. I couldn’t have been a
happier patient. The last thing I felt like telling her was the
true extent of my wounds - that the doctors had assured me my
chances of fathering children were over. Even when I asked her to
marry me, I said nothing. She never asked!" he tried to excuse
himself.

 

"I figured, when the matter finally came up, I
would pretend I'd had no idea and we'd work through it together -
talk about adoption or something. But it never came up." He looked
Anna's perplexed look and almost laughed out loud.

 

"But…" she stuttered. "So, how did you…?"

 

"Manage to father two perfectly healthy sons?"
he finished for her, then laughed at the sky, spinning himself
around wildly. "What a great question, Anna! And one that I would
love you to put to my wife. Except that she still doesn't
know that I know!"

 

"Know what?"

 

Dave stopped still and looked directly at
Anna, the whites of his reflecting the limited light they had, his
face displaying signs of the great sadness this meant to him.

 

"That I was always too afraid to tell her the
truth, for fear of losing her. Especially," he spat, "when Joe came
along. I saw the way she looked at him that first Christmas party I
took her to, but I dismissed it as alcoholic fancy. She would never
cheat on me, right? And when they were chatting on the phone and
sending jokey emails, it didn’t mean anything, did it? What reasons
did I have to be jealous? I talked to other women all the time, all
day at work!

 

"And then one day she announced, elatedly,
that she was pregnant. Finally pregnant! And wasn't that exciting
news! Just imagine, Anna, how excited I was to hear that great,
good news. There was I, working nine to five to get back home to
see my loving wife, and Joe - carefree, bachelor Joe - working his
casual, random shifts, breezing in with a smile on his face."

 

"But you don’t know for certain it was him!"
Anna interrupted.

 

"Who else could it be?" he argued.

 

Dave looked at her disbelieving face for a
moment, then reached into his jacket pocket, causing her to start,
and pulling out his wallet. He flicked it open and shoved it under
Anna's nose.

 

"Look at those boys," he said, referring to
the small picture before her; two innocent little boys, grinning
out from beneath the protective plastic shield. "Look at them!" he
insisted. "Do they look like me?" Anna did look, but she could tell
nothing from such a small image. Still, her heart was beating
rapidly with a new speculation. She had never thought to look at
someone's children for evidence they truly were biologically
related, but now she couldn't clear her mind of the image of the
brothers playing in the extension. She tried to imagine Joe's
features in them…

 

A droplet of rain tapped against her nose and
her distracted attention was drawn abruptly to Dave's over-eager
face and she forlornly shook her head.

 

"You're crazy."

 

Dave snapped his wallet shut and shoved it
back in his pocket, marching angrily away from her.

 

"I hired a private investigator," she called
out after him. "After the party.  I need to know what really
happened to Joe. For certain."

 

He stopped in his tracks. "Well I hope you can
stand the answers," he called back without turning. She waited for
him to start moving away, assuming the meeting was finally through,
when suddenly he doubled back on himself, a determined smirk on his
face.

 

"What did he have over you?" he asked
her.

 

"What do you mean?" she faltered.

 

"Oh, come on," he contended. "If it wasn't
Steven the backstabber what did it," he mocked, "and it wasn't me,
then perhaps it was you who killed him?"

 

"Who said it wasn't you?" Anna quickly
countered, though she was already shaking at the implication.

 

"Getting rid of that bastard would have been a
relief," Dave agreed. "But why would I take out five other innocent
people as well? No, if I had killed him, I would have made it
personal."

 

"That's nice to know," Anna muttered.

 

"But you…" He looked her up and down, as if a
truth had finally been revealed to him. "You always had less
compunctions," he concluded coldly. " I bet you could have done it,
right?" Anna did not move. The sound of the water rushed against
her ears. She looked over his shoulder at the bridge and the escape
beyond it. Dave's eyes continued to hold her there, unrelenting and
sadistically determined.

 

"What did he have on you, Anna?"










Chapter 13

 


Anna's sleepless night was followed by an
uneasy morning's doze, and she was not happy to have it interrupted
by the continual ringing of her phone. She had ignored it the first
time, pulling the pillow over her head until it ceased. But the
muffled din from the hallway was soon replaced by a noisy
disturbance on her bedside table, as her phone vibrated wildly
about it.

 

She lay there for a moment hoping for it to
end, then checked the screen. It still flashed the name she dreaded
seeing: 'Maddie'.

 

Anna took a deep breath and accepted the
call.

 

"Hello?" she said in a croaky morning
voice.

 

"Anna?" Maddie was crying, barely able to get
out her words. Anna sat upright in bed.

 

"What's wrong Maddie?"

 

"I'm sorry…" She didn’t seem able to finish a
sentence without sobbing, and Anna leaned into her raised knees,
patiently waiting. "Will you come over?"

 

 

It took a good half hour before Anna finally
made it to Maddie's house. The first thing she noticed as she
pulled up was the police car gracing the bottom of the drive, and
she instantly felt reluctant to go ahead with her visit. But guilt
at the possibility of having already been seen urged her onward and
she was soon knocking gently at the front door.

 

It was opened by a young policewoman.

 

"Ms Johnson," she asked sympathetically. Anna
nodded and was instantly shown in. There were no signs of obvious
commotion, and Anna followed the policewoman's lead, stepping
quietly into the living room.  Maddie was weeping on the
coach, leaning into an older woman that was clearly her mother. As
she entered, Maddie jumped up and threw herself at Anna, startling
her guest.

 

"Oh Anna," she wailed. Anna looked helplessly
at the policewoman who continued to smile sympathetically, but
offered no further explanation. A second policeman watched the
scene from the other side of the room, scrutinising Anna carefully,
so that she felt compelled to be more tactile than was natural to
her.

 

"What is it, Maddie?" she tried to soothe her
friend.

 

"Dave," Maddie spluttered. "It's Dave."

 

Anna walked Maddie back to the sofa and sat
down next to her.

 

"I'll go back to the boys now," her mother
said, excusing herself and disappearing upstairs. Anna looked
imploringly to the policewoman as Maddie wept helplessly next to
her. Eventually the officer relented.

 

"Mr Wilson's body was found this morning," she
explained as Maddie shuddered into her friend's shoulder.

 

"What happened?" Anna asked with alarm.

 

"He killed himself!" Maddie wailed.

 

"We don’t know for certain yet what happened,"
the policeman behind her corrected. Anna sat still, unable to move
or speak further. After a while, this silence began to disturb the
police officers who gestured to each other over the women's heads.
Anna could see them out of the corners of her eyes. Finally, the
woman broke the silence by offering Anna a brandy. She declined,
but the policewoman still poured, carrying the glass to Maddie who
sat up, taking the offering gratefully and juddering painfully as
she sipped at it.

 

"I'm sorry," Anna said, rubbing Maddie's hand
gently. From over their heads came the usual excitable thumpings of
the children, not yet old enough to appreciate their parent's
tragedies. She lowered her eyes to meet Maddie's.  "How are
the boys?" she asked.

 

"I don’t think it's quite settled in," Maddie
sobbed. "Matthew was a little upset when I first told him."

 

"Matthew," Anna repeated under her breath, her
mind wandering.

 

Maddie looked bemused at her for a moment,
then continued: "And Joey is just too young-"

 

"Your boys names are Matthew and Joseph!" Anna
interrupted in a loud whisper, a sick feeling permeating every cell
of her body.

 

"Mattie and Jossy, yes," Maddie confirmed,
turning to the policewoman for support and explanation, and she
mouthed back "shock?" to Maddie.

 

The world was suddenly a distant blur to Anna.
"I ought to go," she decided once the room had stopped spinning.
Maddie turned to her sadly.

 

"We were hoping to ask you a few questions
before you left, Ms Johnson," the policeman's voice boomed across
the room.

 

"I have an appointment to get to in an hour,"
Anna excused herself. The other three looked at her with varying
levels of inquisitiveness. "Doctor's appointment," she elucidated,
and burned under the lie and the policeman's steady glower.

 

"It won’t take that long," he informed
her.

 

"It's just routine," the policewoman smiled up
at her reassuringly.

 

"When did you last see Mr Wilson?" he began
his interrogation.

 

"A few days ago," she answered calmly, her
heart pounding in her chest. "We went for a drink." She saw Maddie
nod to the policewoman who had taken over comforting duties. She
breathed inwardly with relief, having relied on Dave's secrecy over
their meeting the night before.

 

"And how did he seem to you?" the policeman
continued.

 

"I don’t know," Anna squirmed in her seat. "A
little agitated?"

 

"You said things to me afterwards," Maddie
suddenly piped up. "You never explained what you meant."

 

"About what?" Anna asked uncomfortably.

 

"You know, about his being violent," Maddie
reminded her.

 

"Oh that," Anna tried to dismiss. "I was a
little worried," Anna confirmed to the policewoman. "But I told
you, Maddie, it was just because of his moodiness towards you."

 

"Did he show any signs of being-" he paused in
respect of Maddie's feelings, "suicidal?"

 

Anna thought about it. "Not that I can
remember."

 

"Did he mention any potential difficulties he
might be having? May be a dispute with someone?"

 

"No," Anna confirmed. "Nothing like that." The
policeman watched her for a moment, and Anna sensed he was waiting
on her to expand on this.  "We talked about the party the
previous week, and an old work colleague of ours," Anna reluctantly
confessed.

 

"I see," the policeman said in a tone that
suggested otherwise, while he accepted he would get little more out
of her right now.  "Well, if you think of anything else that
might help us explain Mr Wilson's unexpected behaviour, you'll be
sure to tell us."

 

Anna nodded slowly.

 

After a deafening pause, Anna squeezed
Maddie's hand in hers and stood up.

 

"I'm sorry to leave you," she apologised. "I'll come back later
- after my appointment - if you want?" Maddie nodded and Anna crept
away. She walked casually out the door and back to her car, not
once looking back, keeping her eyes tightly on the road.










Chapter 14

 


Anna sat in the pale blue waiting room,
breathing slowly and with control. An unopened magazine rested on
her lap, her palms sticking to the front pages as she waited. On
the other side of the small, square coffee table sat a well-dressed
man, who smiled at her each time she inadvertently caught his eye.
He seemed much too calm to be in such a place, but perhaps, Anna
imagined, this was far from being his first time, and he had grown
accustomed to these covert meetings. She certainly felt far less
anxious this time around, brimming with adrenaline from this
morning's ordeal.

 

The door opened, but only Mitchell appeared in
the opening.

 

"Sorry to keep you," she announced to the
waiting room. "Ms Johnson?"

 

Anna stood up, peeling the magazine from her
fingers and tossing it casually back down on the table, before
marching into the office and taking a seat.

 

"You saved me the trouble of contacting you,
Ms Johnson," Mitchell remarked, closing the door to the office and
moving calmly to her chair. "Unfortunately, your account is
overdrawn - but only by fifty. I feel willing to overlook that."
She smiled kindly at Anna. "As a sign of goodwill," she added.

 

Anna stared confidently back. "I've decided I
no longer wish you to continue with the investigation," she
announced.

 

"I see," said Mitchell. "Well. You’re timing
is very interesting."  Anna fidgeted uncomfortably on her
seat. "What I mean is," Mitchell continued, "the investigation is
over. I know what happened to Mr Matthews."

 

She smiled at Anna's stunned expression.

 

"Of course," she went on, "if you would rather
the investigation end right here, I will say nothing more and
destroy my findings. None of it need ever leave this office."

 

Anna remained dumbstruck in her chair. This
was not what she had expected - the investigator had worked far
more expediently than she'd anticipated her doing.

 

"On the other hand," Mitchell added
enticingly, "you have paid for the information."

 

Anna considered this a moment.

 

"Is he alive?" she asked in an impassive
voice.

 

"He is," she confirmed.

 

"You spoke to him?"

 

"At great length," Mitchell confirmed, opening
the file in front of her. "Would you like to hear what he told me?"
Anna neither accepted nor declined, so Mitchell took that as
acquiescence.

 

"Your friend was right about his survival, of
course." She looked up ambiguously. "Sorry, your late
friend." Anna gave herself away with a reflexive blink. "Mr
Wilson."

 

"How did you know?" Anna demanded.

 

"That he'd died? I still have some friends in
the police," she explained enigmatically. "I ask them to keep an
ear out for particular names sometimes, and sometimes they come up
trumps for me. Such as this morning, when a Mr David S. Wilson was
found, face down, in the river."

 

"It was suicide, they said," Anna
verified.

 

"I doubt it," Mitchell disagreed. "Suicide
wouldn’t explain the very large bump on his head, received just
before he fell into the water. Although, as yet, they haven't
identified the type of weapon used. 'Something sharp or blunt,
pointed, possibly spiked'," she read aloud. Anna made no attempt to
respond to this, but Mitchell seemed satisfied with her mute
reaction. "These are dangerous times indeed," she contemplated,
slipping the report to the bottom of the file.

 

"Mr Matthews was actually quite pleased that
someone had finally traced him," Mitchell enlightened Anna.
"Surprised that it was you, though," she added a little more
mysteriously, before returning to her business tone. "He was
relieved to finally have a means to restart his life.  We
talked at some length, and he made a full statement regarding
everything that happened on the night of the explosion and since."
Mitchell held up a thin collection of papers, stapled neatly in the
top left corner. "I'm to provide the police with a copy. However,
he was more than happy for me to share its contents with you first,
if you wished to hear it." Anna held her hand out silently,
expecting to be handed the paperwork, but Mitchell sat calmly back
in her chair, holding the statement tightly between her hands.
"I'll read it to you," she suggested, dismissing any thoughts of a
refusal with her body language.  Anna slowly withdrew her hand
and let it fall on to her lap. Her face was entirely
expressionless, but Mitchell was determined to remain unaffected by
her client's behaviour.

 

"On the 18th - the night of the
explosion at ProLab Laboratories," Mitchell began, "Mr Matthews
watched you and Mr Baxter leave the building - Ah yes," Mitchell
interrupted herself, "the late Mr Baxter as well, isn't it?" Anna
remained unmoved before her sly remark, so she carried on.

 

"You and Baxter left at around six thirty that
evening, having informed him that you were going out for a meal. Mr
Matthews then returned to his work, and continued for another
twenty to twenty-five minutes, before deciding on a break. He took
off his lab coat and left it behind on his worktop before alighting
into the evening. He then walked across the business park to the
small lake and lit a cigarette."

 

"Joe didn’t smoke," Anna interrupted in a
clipped tone. Mitchell looked up at her, seeing that her client had
had a sudden boost of confidence. She felt momentarily grateful
that she always asked for money up front in all cases. Sitting back
up at her desk, she sifted through the file in front of them and
pulled out an additional sheet.

 

"I asked Mr Matthews -" she paused and smiled
complicitly at Anna, "Joe - about his smoking habit, and he
confessed that he had told everyone else he'd quit." Mitchell
slipped the paper back where she had found it, and looked up
contentedly at Anna. "In fact, he had only cut down, and continued
to smoke in private." Anna's face clearly showed that she was not
convinced, but Mitchell didn't care. She relaxed back in her chair
and returned to the original statement. "Ironically, smoking
actually saved a life," she mused, before continuing her
reading.

 

"He finished his cigarette, he estimates, at a
few minutes past seven, and is about to return to the lab when he
sees and hears the explosion occur. Joe was far enough away not to
be directly involved in any falling debris, but fell back from
shock and terror none the less. He grazed his arm against a tree
and bruised his leg, but suffered no major wounds of any kind.

 

"He lay where he had fallen for a while,
trying to come to terms with what had happened. He was relieved
that the business park had not been busy that evening, but he could
not understand what might have caused the explosion, and began to
wonder if it had been some kind of terrorism. He heard shouts and
sirens in the distance and looking back towards the scene he
realised it had in fact been ProLab's premises that had felt the
full force of the blast.  Panicked and confused, he realised
he had taken none of his ID or security passes with him, and got it
into his head that if the police arrived, they might suspect him as
being one of the terrorists. At that time, Joe suspected an Animal
Rights group, but admits that his mind was not functioning normally
at all. Which might account for why he then inexplicably decided to
walk swiftly away from the scene.

 

"He travelled a great distance away from the
town on foot, and at around seven forty p.m., he went into a bar
which he had never patronised before. They seemed totally unaware
of events and knowing that he had a stray fiver in his trouser
pockets, he ordered a Jack Daniels and Coke, which he drank
quickly. He was afraid of how he must appear to the bar staff and
other drinkers, so he walked outside to a public payphone and used
the change he had obtained from his drink purchase to call the only
number he could remember - that of a friend called Simon."

 

Mitchell looked up briefly. "I have agreed to
withhold Simon's real name, you understand." Without waiting for
Anna's approval, she read on.

 

"According to Joe, Simon is something of an
unorthodox character, and, having been informed of the evening's
events, he was not at all concerned by the request that he not
report Joe's survival to the police at that time. They drove to
Simon's house, where they spent the evening drinking, smoking
marijuana and discussing what might have happened.

 

"The following morning, Joe saw the news
report stating that police suspected the explosion was caused by a
bomb planted inside Lab 141 - your lab - and he grew very
frightened. He talked it over with Simon, who agreed to keep him in
hiding until such time as he could contact the police without fear
of anyone finding out.  On deciding that, of all the people
who had been present on the lab that evening, he was the most
likely to have been a personal target, Joe acknowledged that there
were a number of people who may have had cause or reason to want to
harm him."

 

Anna could not hold back a derisive snort,
which Mitchell chose to ignore.

 

"He concluded the number one suspect to be
your then boyfriend, Steven Baxter. The late Steven
Baxter," she added poignantly. Anna looked away thoughtfully, and
Mitchell turned over her page of notes, keeping her eyes firmly on
her client.

 

"Having talked it over with Simon, Joe
decided, on the twenty-third of that month, to visit Mr Baxter at
his house. His intention was to establish guilt and demand a
confession, though he admits to being somewhat hopeful as well as
foolishly impetuous.

 

"When he arrived, sometime before eight a.m.
in the morning, he saw you leaving the premises and hid himself
away until you had gone. Of course," Mitchell caught Anna's
startled twitch, "at that time Joe didn’t know that you and Mr
Baxter had ceased to be an item. As far as he was aware, you were
leaving for work, having spent the night with your boyfriend.

 

"Once you were fully out of sight, Joe
approached the front door and was surprised to find it unlocked and
left slightly ajar. He knocked, but received no answer, and so -
against his better judgement - he entered the house. He called out
a few times and took a look around the ground floor, but saw and
heard nothing. He considered leaving, but determination got the
better of him and he pleads guilty to some fanciful notions of
revenge at this point. He made his way upstairs, now thinking that
perhaps he had already missed Steven, although he still couldn’t
understand why you would have left the door open. His immediate
conclusion had been that you were expecting Steven to follow close
behind you when you left.

 

"My theory, Ms Johnson, if you'll indulge me,"
Mitchell smiled assuredly at Anna over the top of Joe's statement,
"is that you were, indeed, hoping someone would enter the house -
although you were expecting a common burglar and not a dead man,
and you certainly weren't expecting anyone to arrive quite so
soon." Anna scowled, breathing out audibly in Mitchell's direction,
who casually brushed off her reaction and carried on with her
work.

 

"Joe still received no response to his
hollers, so he entered the master bedroom." Mitchell took a deep
breath before continuing, the words leaping out from the page
before her. She wanted Anna to appreciate what she was about to
say, but the effort was making her more uncomfortable than her
client appeared to be.

 

"Mr Baxter, I'm sure you already know, was
unlikely to respond to the calls, since at that moment he was
already dead."










Chapter 15

 


"Joe found Mr Baxter lying on top of the
sheets of his bed," Mitchell read from the description she had been
given. "Lying next to him was a woman, whom at that time he did not
recognise. He might, of course, have recognised her if her face
hadn't been sliced into shreds." Mitchell tried not to let the
imagery get to her - not in front of the woman she currently
suspected of the gruesome deed. But she couldn’t help feeling hot
around the forehead and cheeks and internally forced her body to
remain as calm and unperturbed as it could.

 

She had seen the photos in the case file. The
man's skull had been smashed in on one side. He lay where he had
fallen, arms splayed out, a blank look on his face. The woman -
what was visibly left of her - was resting over his right arm. Her
wrists had been tied above her head and one of her kneecaps was
broken, but it was the deep, determined lacerations to her face
that had caused the greatest shock. Both their necks were slit, and
the very thought made Mitchell impulsively grasp for her own. She
wanted to ask how Anna had got away with it - so soon after their
public break up. But, of course, no one knew they had broken up at
that time - no one outside that restaurant. They had not pre-booked
their table in either name, and the only witness who could make an
official identification was dead along with her lover. Further,
since the investigation into Steven revealed the possibility of
industrial espionage, uncontrollable womanising, and suspicion of
being behind the ProLab bomb plot, the police were overwhelmed with
avenues to investigate.

 

But perhaps, even more disturbing than the
attack itself, was the knowledge that Anna had left the house at
eight in the morning, yet the murders had taken place a little over
seven hours before that. Anna's police statement at the time stated
that she had remained at home all that evening, and her neighbour
vouched for her that she had not only seen lights and heard the TV,
but that she had not heard Anna leave the flat at any time. Either
she had committed the crime, returned to her flat without
disturbing her neighbour, and returned the next morning, Mitchell
had speculated, or she had somehow fooled her neighbour, and
remained at the murder victim's house all night. It was an
unresolved mystery, and her alibi - weak though it was - must have
been convincing enough.

 

Mitchell could not imagine a woman as petite
and unimposing as Anna Johnson managing such a frenzied, sadistic
attack, but she was realistic enough to know that, in her job,
anything was possible.

She looked up to meet Anna's cold stare and
realised she had paused too long.

 

"Joe rapidly fled the scene," Mitchell skipped
on through the statement with relief. "He was afraid that his
fingerprints might be found at the house, but as he was now
considered to be dead, he decided it would be best to disappear
completely. He also didn't want to report finding the bodies in
case he was questioned about events and had to tell them about you.
He cared about your well-being," Mitchell added softly. Anna was
indifferent. "He really didn’t want to believe that you had
committed the murder," she pushed, "but he couldn’t have denied how
it looked. And if you could do that, well then, perhaps you could
do worse? Such as," Mitchell ventured, "blowing up a building to be
rid of someone?"

 

"Plenty of people no longer believe it was a
bomb," Anna countered.

 

"But you’re not one of them, are you,"
Mitchell replied. "And neither are the police. They know it was.
And they have the evidence to prove it - a small piece of the
explosive device survived." Mitchell reached for yet another sheet
of paper and slid it out of the stack. "They even managed to trace
its possible manufacturer - a known criminal whom they believed had
long since left the country. They were astonished to find his body
almost on their doorstep a few months into the investigation,
however. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t keep receipts for his handiwork.
He did, however, keep a diary, and I was able to obtain copies of
some of the pages contemporary to the explosion from my friends in
the force. And, after talking to Joe, I discovered something very
interesting.

 

"You see," Mitchell explained, "it did confuse
me as to why Joe might think you wanted to kill him. Granted, he
admits to being a little too improper with his remarks at times."
Anna shook her head disdainfully at this. "But you’d have to be a
very prudish and disturbed person to blow someone up for that
wouldn’t you?" Mitchell waited, rather optimistically, for a
response, but was not at all surprised to receive silence.

 

"And you never reported his overbearing
harassment because you knew it could cost you your freedom,"
Mitchell revealed. "One phone call from Joe, and your life would be
over, wouldn’t it? Because he knew your true identity."










Chapter 16

 


"You got careless one day," Mitchell continued
her exposure. "Because in the beginning, I think you did quite like
Joe, didn’t you?"

 

Anna looked away towards the window, but the
frosted pattern on the pane prevented any distractions from the
outside world.

 

"And he always quite liked you," Mitchell went
on. "And one day he was playing around, grabbing for your
belongings, when something fell out of your bag. A passport," she
confirmed, "with your photo in it, but quite another name and a
very different date of birth.

 

"Joe confronted you but you refused to
comment, and by doing so you aroused his suspicions. He ran a
security check on your alter-ego, which turned out to be very
colourful indeed." Mitchell picked out her own copy of the official
document and read through some of the highlights: "Drug
trafficking, grievous bodily harm, auto-theft." She lay the paper
back down on the table and eyed Anna like a witness in the dock.
"All under the name Annabella Jacobs.

 

"Joe even received calls from the police,
asking why he had run a check on your name, and almost bringing the
walls tumbling down," Mitchell declared dramatically as if she had
been there. "But, luckily for you, Joe covered it all up, claiming
it had been an admin error - should have been "Angela Jacobs"; must
have been a problem with the clarity of the dictation, and so
forth. He got you off the hook, and in return you told him
everything, convincing him that you had changed for the better. He
believed you, of course," she said, referring more to Anna's
feminine wiles than to her ability to string a good tale together.
"Whether it was true that you had changed or not, you were now
forced to watch everything you did, knowing that he could, at any
moment, use the information against you. Paranoia is a better
motive for murder than irritation," she proposed. "Don’t you
agree?"

 

Still Anna refused to flinch.

 

"One of the questions surrounding the dead
bomb maker," Mitchell carried on, "was the identity of a purchaser
who went by what appeared to be a code name: Jacol. J-A-C-O-L. They
were convinced it was similar to 'Jackall', but then I suggested it
could just be bad handwriting. It could be 'Jacob'." Mitchell spoke
with a certain amount of pride as she revealed her detective
prowess, but Anna continued with her unresponsive behaviour.

 

Impatience niggled at Mitchell. She put the
statement down and leaned toward her client.

 

"You're a hard one to crack, Ms Johnson," she
blatantly announced.

 

"Cold, apparently," Anna replied, leaning
forward herself.

 

"But what is it that made you so?" Mitchell
wondered aloud.

 

"Do you really want to know?" Anna smiled
grimly at her. Mitchell was torn between curiosity and fear. She
was the cat that Anna might kill, the more she knew. But as a
private investigator, these were the risks she had always expected
of her working life.

 

"I'm willing to listen," she offered
gently.

 

Anna closed her eyes a moment and in a very different voice, she
stated: ""That's what we do to men who don’t respect us.""










Chapter 17

 


Anna opened her eyes to meet Mitchell's frown.
"That's what my mother taught me." Mitchell viewed her with immense
concern, but kept quiet.

 

"My stepfather," Anna struggled with her
words, "abused me. Abused…" she repeated the word, as its sound had
no real significance to the reality of its meaning. "My mother was
a nurse. She worked night shifts sometimes. She also," Anna scoffed
superciliously, "stole drugs on demand. She wouldn’t have cared
less about me, but I wasn't the only little girl my stepfather took
an interest in. When one of the others' mothers arrived at the
front door, threatening and yelling, my mother and just took it all
in her stride. I stood there listening as my mother promised to
call the police and deal with it all on his return. She even
comforted the mother. I stood there, watching, wishing she would
comfort me like that, but she just closed the door behind the woman
and disappeared into the kitchen without a word.

 

"My stepfather came home that evening, my
mother made him tea, and nothing happened. Nothing changed at all.
I watched her serving the food onto the plates, waiting for her to
say something, but she didn't. She just dished up with a blank
expression, answered all his normal queries and kept reminding me
to eat my potatoes. "Stab at it or pick it up properly, but stop
pushing it around the plate like that!" she ordered. I remember it
all. I can still see it all…

 

"After dinner, she brought him a beer, and he
slumped down in the armchair, while I went upstairs to play in my
bedroom. We were both waiting for my mother to get ready for work,
but she wasn't in any hurry. And then I heard a crash downstairs
and I remember thinking "It's started!". So I crept down the
staircase and stood peering into the living room through the gap in
the doorway. He was slurring his words like a drunk, but he was
trying to yell at my mother, accusing her of drugging him. My mind
when to the potatoes and I panicked, wondering if she'd drugged me
too. I kept waiting for my head to start spinning and I must have
made a noise, because my mother looked over at the door and I froze
in terror. But she didn’t look angry. She didn’t look anything, she
just seemed to stare right through me, before returning to him.

 

"It's the sound I remember most. I barely even
noticed the knife or the blood, but the sound… That initial thud,
hollow, solid, and then somehow soft, as the blade sliced further
into his chest. And she looked so calm as she pulled it back out
again. The only sounds he made came from the wounds she inflicted -
and they all had varying tones, depending on the area she stabbed,
and she looked determined to test every inch of him. The neck was
the strangest…"

 

Again, Mitchell felt her hand instinctively
cover her throat and Anna watched her reflex impassively.

"That's when she said it to me. "That's what
we do to men who don’t respect us." They estimated thirty-eight
stab wounds at her trial. She killed herself in prison," Anna
calmly concluded.

 

"Is that enough for you to claim I had
motive?" she rounded on Mitchell, who was still reeling from the
disturbing story. "The only problem is, Joe didn’t know any of
this. The only thing he knew was my name. No one knows any of this
but me, and you."

 

 

"I understand that," said Mitchell,
acknowledging the threat. She tucked the statement and all the
ancillary papers back into the cream coloured file and folded it
closed. Both women sat up straight in the chairs, sensing the end
had been reached. "Which only leaves us with one last question,"
she concluded.

 

Mitchell glimpsed the doorway, before taking a
deep breath and completing her interview.

 

"Which one of us will leave this office
first?"
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