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   A Blessing From The Obeah Man
 
    
 
    
 
   “We’re lost.”
 
   “We’re not lost.”
 
   “We are. We’re nearer the north coast than the south. Come on, can’t we just pull over?”
 
   Richard made no reply but yanked the steering wheel, heeling the car over the verge, bumping over the potholes in the road. Vicki bit back a shriek. She was hot, and tired and cross, and they were lost, whatever he said. The car rolled to a stop and for a moment there was just the hum of the hot engine and the insect-filled busyness of the air outside. The sugar cane stretched before them on either side of the lumpy road, lush and green, frondy leaves waving in the constant breeze that blew from the coast.
 
   Richard put a hand up to his sweating forehead.
 
   “Alright,” he said, “we’re lost. Happy?”
 
   Vicki sighed inwardly. They were two steps away from a row, she could just feel it; it was hanging in the air like the heat shimmering up off the road surface. But it was their honeymoon and she wanted everything to be just perfect… she took a deep breath, calmed the acid rage that was gnawing at her breastbone and put a hand on his knee. His thigh was warm and sweaty under her palm.
 
   “Never mind,” she said, “we’ll manage. I thought I saw a sign for Bridgetown back there.”
 
   Richard looked over at her and managed a tiny grin, a ghost of his usual marvellous smile.
 
   “Next time, you bring your driving licence,” he said and began to shift the gears, shunting the hire car round on the road. The heat flooded in the open windows, relentless. Vicki leaned forward, trying to get some air on her lower back. She could feel a slow trickle of sweat running down between her breasts.
 
   The car moved forward, back the way they’d come; the road unscrolling between the high green fences of the sugarcane either side.  Vicki sat with her arm out of the window, hot gusts of air beating on her face. She could feel this morning’s careful hair twist unravelling under the onslaught. This is supposed to be Paradise, she thought, thankful her thoughts were hidden behind her big dark glasses. So why do I feel like crying?
 
   She knew why. It was laughable to attribute her mood to any other reason. Richard was being so patient, so careful with her; she knew that and felt a rush of love for him that melted the anger and impatience that she’d felt earlier. It was just that they had no time. She realised she was digging her nails into her palms, just as she had done back in England, and made herself consciously relax her hands. But still, the urgency was there, the worry, the panic; it was okay when we were just living together, and I was thirty two, but now I’m four years older and we’re married and…and what happens if we can’t? If I can’t? And the worst of it, of not being able to say anything, because everyone thought that she didn’t care, that it wasn’t important, that they were happy the way they were…
 
   She was so lost in her own thoughts that she scarcely noticed the car slowing, and Richard’s exclamation of satisfaction. She saw the sign just before it flashed by – Bridgetown, 8 km.
 
   “Well, that’s a relief,” she said, making her tone as light and as happy as she could.
 
   The road they’d turned into looked the same as the one they’d left. After about a mile they went through a village; past the church, the rum shop, the children walking home from school, neat and tidy in their uniforms. Vicki didn’t dare to think of how hot they must be. She waved to the smallest ones and they waved back and she felt again the jab in the pit of her stomach; the endless yearning, the never-ending longing.
 
   The road was narrowing again and getting rougher, the tarmac bumped and blistered, flaking away at the edges like sunburnt skin. Vicki held onto the side of the seat as they drove forward. The car’s momentum dropped as Richard hesitated at a crossroads, then crawled over, towards the blue glint of the Atlantic that they could see on the horizon.
 
   The road got worse and the car bucked like an unruly horse, the bonnet rising and dipping. Richard’s jaw became tense. The houses were petering out here, brick houses and chattel houses alike, spaced at further and further intervals. Soon there were none and they were back amongst the sugar cane fields. They drove on in silence for a while. Vicki wasn’t going to be the one that said it.
 
   The tarmac skin of the road ended and became rocky, white dust that billowed up over the bonnet and into the open windows, settling on their damp skin. After five minutes, Richard pulled the car over to the side of the track.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” he said and turned the engine off.
 
   Vicki was immediately aware of the silence. Above the tick of the cooling car engine, she could hear nothing; no human voices, no crashing waves, no bird song. The dust cloud settled. All around them stretched the sugar cane fields, the stems of the cane swaying gently to and fro in the breeze. Up ahead of them, by the side of the road, was a roadside stall.
 
   “Let’s get a drink, at least,” she said, and opened the car door.
 
   It was so hot. Only at night did the temperature become pleasant; during the day it was punishing. Heat pressed upon you like an invisible wall, thick and heavy and unyielding. Sweat sprang up on Vicki’s upper lip, her nose, the small of her back. Sometimes she felt frantic; it was relentless, like a punishing demon that pursued you and sat on you. The only relief she got was when she was in the sea but there was no chance of that here, they must be miles from the ocean – Atlantic or Caribbean.
 
   She approached the roadside stall, hearing the grit of Richard’s feet on the road as he followed her. As she got closer, she could see it was more of a.. a structure.. a few rickety planks lashed together with a ripped tarpaulin forming the roof. What looked like strings of white beads hung from the edge of the tarpaulin. She got closer and her nose wrinkled as she realised that the beads were actually hanging snake skeletons. There was no one in the structure, just a chalked sign propped up against the front of it that read ‘Bird Man’.
 
   “Hello?” she said tentatively.
 
   Richard came up behind her and stood by her side.
 
   “I thought there weren’t any snakes in Barbados,” he said.
 
   Vicki shrugged.
 
   “Maybe they’re old. Maybe they’re not real.”
 
   “No, they’re real all right. Bit creepy.”
 
   The trade wind continued to blow, flapping the tarpaulin in brisk snaps. Vicki looked about her.
 
   “There’s no one here,” she said. “Let’s go.”
 
   There was a chattel house set back from the road behind the stall, a really decrepit one, the windows lacking glass, the paint long since peeled away. Vicki saw the door opening. A shadow loomed in the doorway and she felt a sudden jab of panic, quickly dispelled as the figure came into view. It was a middle-aged man, tall and thin, bare-foot and with dreadlocks that reached his waist.
 
   “You want help?” he said.
 
   Vicki and Richard looked at each other helplessly. We’re so English, she thought. The man cocked his head on one side and his dreadlocks swayed like seaweed under water.
 
   “You need help from the Obeah Man?”
 
   Richard cleared his throat.
 
   “Yes, we’re – well, we’re lost. We need directions back to Bridgetown.”
 
   The man said nothing for a moment. He looked past Richard to Vicki, his black and shiny eyes pinned to hers.
 
   “That’s not what you want,” he said.
 
   Richard shifted his feet.
 
   “Er –“ he said.
 
   The man took no notice of him. Vicki couldn’t take her eyes off of his; those black irises; the whites yellowed like a curl of old paper.
 
   “What you want?” he said. “I mean, what you really, really want?”
 
   Richard cleared his throat again.
 
   “We want to get –“
 
   The man raised one long, thin finger, its nail curving like the claw of an animal, and Richard fell silent. Vicki turned her head towards him and saw his face had changed; it had sagged into a dumb, mannequin blankness. She felt a moment’s alarm but before she could say anything, the man spoke to her again.
 
   “What do you want, lady?” he said, softly. “You wanting something bad. I can tell. You tell me.”
 
   Vicki looked into his eyes. They weren’t black anymore, but a shifting sea-blue. As she opened her mouth to speak, they went the colour of the sugar cane leaves.
 
   She felt the words rushing up inside her, coming up from nowhere, as if there were someone else inside her controlling her voice.
 
   “I want a baby,” she said.
 
   The man lowered his pointing finger and she felt her ears pop, as if sound had come rushing back to fill a vacuum. She’d been mistaken about his eyes – they were as black as the tar found in sticky little lumps on the beach. 
 
   Richard looked at her incredulously. She felt heat come rushing into her face but she said it again.
 
   “We want a baby.”
 
   The man looked at her with his coal-nugget eyes and nodded.
 
   “Obeah Man will help you.”
 
    
 
   The chattel house was filled with thick, intense heat, and it was dark, the open window frames covered with cloth, the door shut tight. They sat on the dirt floor, facing the Obeah Man. Vicki flicked her eyes sideways, taking in the sagging sofa at the back of the room, the heap of old rags in the corner. There was a cage against the wall where a pair of white roosters rustled and flapped. Another movement caught her eye and she saw, shockingly, a monkey hunched in a dank corner. She caught the glint of dim daylight from a metal chain around its ankle that its long, prehensile fingers picked at. It saw her looking and drew its lips back from its teeth, chattering at her. 
 
   Vicki felt oddly dreamlike, her vision wavering. She’d walked into the house in a daze, unable to believe what she’d said, what was happening. I must have heat stroke, she thought, to say something like that, to be here in this house – but still she sat on the hard dirt floor and stared through the darkness at the black eyes of the Obeah Man. Richard sat next to her and she could feel his disbelief and anger radiating outwards, buffeting her arm. He must really love me to do this, she thought.
 
   The man sat down opposite them. His legs folded up under his chin like the legs of a grasshopper. He held out a small, white cylinder to Richard.
 
   “Smoke.”
 
   Richard blustered, holding up one hand.
 
   “No, thanks. I don’t –“
 
   “Go on,” hissed Vicki.
 
   He threw her an annoyed glance. Then, she could see it happening, the shrug of his shoulders, the mental oh fuck it that brought down a blankness to his face. He reached out for the joint, brought it to his lips and sucked down the curling, pungent smoke.
 
   He offered it to Vicki but the Obeah Man shook his head. 
 
   “She don’t want that,” he said, and Vicki tensed for Richard’s explosion as this man’s presumption, but he said nothing. After a while, his head fell forward and she saw his shoulders sag. She turned her head towards him.
 
   “Richard?” she said, tentatively. His head lolled and she thought his eyes were closed. He didn’t answer her. Smoke rose in a curling grey tendril from the joint still smouldering in his hand.
 
   There was a squawk from the corner and the Obeah Man brought out one of the roosters. It struggled against his hands, white feathers drifting towards the floor. He brought it before Vicki and gripped it between his knees. Before she could say anything, there was a dim glint of light from the knife that had suddenly appeared in his hand and in one swift movement, he’d removed the rooster’s head.
 
   She was too startled to gasp. The blood pattered into a carved wooden bowl on the floor while the rooster’s wings flapped frantically for a few moments, the movement gradually slowing as the flow of blood lessened. She could feel her own heart beating with quick, painful thuds. 
 
   The Obeah Man gave the body of the bird a final, business like shake, and then threw the limp bundle of feathers into a corner. He passed his hand over the top of the bowl. Vicki saw the steam rising from the quivering pool of blood inside it and felt a bubble of nausea rise in her chest. 
 
   He held the bowl to her lips.
 
   “No,” she said. “I can’t.”
 
   “If you want what you really want,” said the Obeah Man,  “you drink this. You understand? You got to really want it. You don’t want it, you wait for your husband to wake up and you get out of here. Can’t do anything to you that you don’t want. You got that?”
 
   Vicki nodded. She found it suddenly hard to get her breath – she pressed a hand to her diaphragm.
 
   “Can’t get anything unless you really want it,” said the Obeah Man. “So, question is, how much you want it? How much?”
 
   Vicki took a deep breath.
 
   “This much,” she said and, gripping the bowl with her teeth, swallowed its contents in one quick movement.
 
   The coppery taste of the blood in her mouth made her gag but she fought it, swallowing it all down. She could feel it hit her stomach. She took a deep shaky breath and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   “That’s good,” said the Obeah Man.
 
   Vicki tried to breath deeply. The smoke in the room began to waver and writhe and she was sure the room was becoming smaller. She felt a jab of panic. Patterns began to reel and spin before her eyes and, it was true, the walls were closing in on her… She cried out and the walls rushed towards her and she gasped and sank backwards, falling downwards. She was falling through the floor, sinking into the dirt that felt as soft as a pillow. It parted beneath her back, welcoming her into darkness. There was a slow steady throbbing, a beat that echoed the thud of her heart. She lost all sense of herself; all sense of herself as Vicki. She was just existing, an entity hanging in the blackness of the void. She looked down and saw the dim shine of her skin, a pallid white glow in the darkness. Where had her clothes gone? She wondered briefly and then forgot about it. 
 
   There was something pulling at her, tugging at her hair. She brushed at it, brushed against fur and a long fingered hand that was pulling at her, pulling, tweaking…
 
   It was the monkey. Its prehensile fingers were tangled in her hair, pinching her face.
 
   “You have to get out,” it said. It had a high, clear voice; a voice like a young child’s.
 
   Vicki looked into its brown eyes and saw the truth.
 
   “Get out and keep running,” said the monkey.
 
   She got to the door quickly and stumbled from the veranda. Five steps and she was in amongst the sugar cane; the rank, sweet smell all around her, the thin green leaves slashing at her unprotected white skin. She ran, gasping; falling once to go to her knees in the damp black soil, running fast, her breasts hurting, her breath coming short and fast. The sugar cane stretched on in endless green rows. Above her she could hear the faint whistle of a giant set of wings, the whomp, whomp, whomp of gargantuan feathers scything through the hot air. She ran on, endlessly, as the air darkened around her and a gigantic shadow fell upon the fields, tracking her. As she ran, her breath sobbing in and out of her lungs, she could see herself as if from above, a tiny bobbing white doll. She heard the cease of the wing beats and the terrifying sound, the gradual whistling, as whatever was in the sky folded its wings and dropped, slicing through the air, zeroing in on her. She screamed as she ran but it was too late, too late; she felt a immense jolt to her body and a piercing pain as talons gripped her shoulders from behind and a sharp beak plunged forward, impaling her from the top of her spine downwards, pain and heat radiating outwards from the moment of impact, the agony and the ecstasy too much for her to do much more than scream, even as she fell forward into the earth…
 
    
 
   There were white cotton sheets beneath her cheek. Vicki opened her eyes and stared blearily as the swaying image in her view resolved itself into their hotel room. She heard Richard groan beside her and at the same time, became aware of a sharp stinging pain in her shoulders.
 
   She sat up slowly, holding her ringing head in her hands. Her back was on fire. She tried to look back but winced at the thud it brought to her temples. Her fingers felt something sharp and she pulled at it, grimacing at the tug it gave to her hair. It was a black feather. She stared at it, turning it over in her unsteady hands.
 
   “My God,” said Richard. He was also struggling to sit up. “How much did we drink last night?”
 
   Vicki didn’t answer him. She dropped the feather on the floor and staggered across to the window. She looked out onto the usual view from their hotel room, out into another glorious, blue-skied, sunny day. Their hire car was parked down in the car park, just as normal. She blinked. Had she dreamed the whole thing?
 
   In the bathroom, she caught sight of her shoulders in the mirrored wall and nearly screamed. They were scored all over with thin red lines and blood had dried in a dark crust along each one. Her inner thighs were sticky too. She tried to remember what had happened, to place the events into a coherent sequence, but the memories she still retained were growing ragged, flying away from her when she tried to fit them into place. She shook her head, ignoring the pulse of her headache, and climbed under the torrent of gushing hot water.
 
    
 
   There was pain. There was agonising pain, flooding her belly, her back, a giant fist squeezing her relentlessly. Vicki groaned. She was squatting on the ground, on the dirt floor of the chattel house, and something was emerging from between her legs, a dark shape growing outwards from her as she puffed and heaved and shouted. Blood pooled on the floor beneath her as a fresh onslaught of pain gripped her around the waist. She threw her head back, her throat sore from moaning, and then looked down at what was emerging from the depths of her. Monstrous, deformed, an atrocity of misshapen limbs and smashed features, one black and shiny eye staring up at her from the blood smeared ruins… dark feathery stubs poked from the slimy skin, and the gaping mouth opened as if it would reach upward to destroy what had birthed it. Vicki found it in her to scream one last time…
 
   There were voices, a hand on her arm. Vicki opened her eyes, bewildered. Richard was leaning over her, his face full of concern, and behind him, she could see a stewardess hurrying towards her along the aisle of the plane, eyebrows raised. As she struggled to sit up, realising the seat belt had clamped itself tightly around her hips and stomach, she could see people turning and whispering, looking at her.
 
   “Darling, you’re okay, don’t panic – “ Richard had one hand on her arm, stroking her as if she were a frightened animal. “You just had a bad dream.”
 
   Vicki felt her face grow hot.
 
   “Sorry,” she muttered. “ Sorry, everyone. I just had a bad dream. No, I’m fine –“ this to the stewardess who was bending over her, asking her questions, “I’m absolutely fine. I just had a bad dream.”
 
    
 
   Five months later, Richard was in the living room of their house, talking to his mother on the phone. 
 
   “No, she’s fine,” he said. “Absolutely fine. A bit tired of course, but that’s to be expected. At least she’s not being sick any longer, that was starting to wear her down a little.”
 
   Out in the kitchen, Vicki was doing the washing up and staring out into the garden. She slowly rinsed a glass and upended it on the draining board. A flicker of movement caught her eye and she stared at the blackbird that had flown down onto the lawn. It hopped slowly towards the house and then, in a blur of wing beats, flew up to the kitchen windowsill. She looked at it, at its thin little legs and its black and beady eye. Inside her, she felt a kick that made her flinch.
 
   She could still hear Richard talking in the other room.
 
   “Mum, you don’t know how happy I am,” he was saying. “And after so long, too. Well, we didn’t want to say anything – what’s that?” A pause. Then “Yes, you’re right. You’re absolutely right. We have been blessed.”
 
   Out in the kitchen, Vicki watched the blackbird cock its head to one side, its eyes fixed upon her. She put a hand to the swelling curve of her belly, and shivered.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Little Drops of Happiness 
 
    
 
    
 
   6.00pm
 
    
 
   Friday night. You can feel the tension in the city already. Driving back through the clogged streets the lights seem brighter, the car horns louder. The daytime radio stations are fading away, the nocturnal DJs are warming up the airwaves. You can feel Friday night inside you, like a faint electric current running underneath your skin. In the gathering dusk, you can feel yourself glowing.
 
   The phone starts ringing before you reach home. You yank it from your back pocket, check the number. Katy’s name is winking from the little screen. You toy with the idea of answering but, fuck it – time for a little Friday night refresher before business starts for real. The house looks just the same as it did when you left for work this morning but, paranoia always knocking, you glance around covertly before you unlock the front door. There used to be ragged overgrown bushes by the verandah but you uprooted those one sunny Sunday, after too many nightmares of some rabid junkie leaping out at you like something from a cheap horror movie. Now the front yard is neat, Spartan. The gravel that covers the ground still glimmers faintly in the dying sunlight. A solitary bay tree stands in the centre of the yard, like a leafy sentinel. 
 
   Inside the house and the phone is going crazy now. You’ve programmed separate ring tones for different people. One for your parents; one for your few real friends; one for everybody else. Every call now is ringing the latter tone; the latest cheesy club anthem bastardised into tinny mobile notes. You talk, laugh, promise, placate. It’s shaping up to be a busy one. There’s a rave on tomorrow and a big-name DJ playing one of the clubs tonight.
 
   You walk through the house, phone pinned to your ear. Katy’s garrulous rattle is mere background noise - you punctuate the stream of gabble with the occasional ‘yeah’. The house is dark, curtains pulled against a curious world. You walk into the bedroom feeling as if it’s been more than nine hours since you were last here. The bed looks like an archaeological relic - it’s been too long since there was anyone else sleeping there with you. You think of Katy, Nadia, even Sue and dismiss them all. Too easy. You know that all you’d have to do is proffer the goods and they’d be in there like a shot – all three of them together, probably – and whilst the image is good for a momentary frisson, you know those last few remaining scraps of self-respect would vanish with the smoke of the post-coital cigarettes.
 
   Those unwelcome thoughts linger just that bit too long - you need to wash that nasty taste out of your mouth. The phone is miraculously silent for five minutes and you take the opportunity to chop out three fat lines. One and the black cloud above your head whitens. Two and it begins to dissipate; three and it’s gone entirely. Feeling that welcome numbness you sit there on the futon, working out what you’ll need to take tonight. The surface of the bed starts to look like the counter of a sweetshop. An adult’s sweetshop. You pick up the newest pills, fat blue Nikes. Untried as yet, all the way from Sydney. What the hell, you think, and chuck one down, grimacing at the acrid taste.
 
   There are lots of things to do but at the moment all you feel like doing is just lying here, feeling the coke sparkle through your synapses. Again, you’re struck by the need for someone else to be here. Rolling over, you hug a pillow to you but it’s not warm, it doesn’t move, it doesn’t hug you back. Astonishingly, you feel tears prickle the back of your throat. Only one thing will take your mind off the loneliness and it’s sitting in front of you in a plastic bag. Four, five. That’s better. The phone starts its insistent warble again and this time you grab it eagerly, relishing the fact that people need you.
 
    
 
   9.13pm
 
    
 
   Out and about now. The car growls its low approval as you steer it around the suburbs. The dark has enveloped the city now but the air is still warm. You use the control to move the windows down and let the night into the car. Steve’s house is up ahead, the usual assortment of beaten up cars littering what used to be the front lawn. You grab your jacket which doubles as a goodie bag and make your way to the front door. Steve opens it himself and lets out a howl of greeting. His head has been shaved again and the scar on his forehead bisects the stubble in a white lightning flash. You exchange the usual insincere hugs and handshakes but for once you can’t be bothered with it and make your way to the lounge room. The usual suspects are here; Steve’s pallid girlfriend Sandy, KT, Jason and Min. You’ve never worked out if the last three actually live here or just spend their lives coming over to get stoned and sit around on the stained carpet. They tend to wake up a bit when you appear. There is the usual scraping for credit, money reluctantly handed over and bags eagerly received. The room stinks even more than usual. You move to the kitchen, which will never make the front cover of Better Homes and Gardens. Sandy drifts after you and puts her arms around your waist from behind. She’s as thin as a ghost. 
 
   “C’n you let me have one?”
 
   You turn around and she leans in and twines her arms around your neck, smiling anxiously.
 
   “You got any money?”
She looks up at you from under her eyelashes and smiles again, coyly this time. At the same time, you feel her skinny thigh move between your legs to press against your groin. She’s wasting her time – it takes a lot more than that to get you hard these days.
 
   “Come on Sandy, you know the score.”
 
   She pouts and takes her leg away.
 
   “Steve won’t let me have one of his.”
Steve’s got the right idea, you think. And then, relenting, reach into your pocket and slip her a pill. She grins like a Cheshire cat and comes back to your arms.
 
   “You’re great, y’know that. I’d like you even if you weren’t our dealer, you know?”
 
   You slide your hands down to her non-existent bum. Warm bone, she may be, but she’s still warm.
 
   “I’m not a drug dealer,” you say, your mouth against her forehead. “I’m a social pharmacist.”
 
    
 
   12.34am
 
    
 
   The city streets are clogged with cars, all doing the Friday night cruise. You curse as a metallic blue Subaru looms up behind you like a fume-belching demon and nearly takes out your rear wing. At times like this the car feels like a little oasis, a cosy metal cage that locks out the outside world. In here, you can watch the rest of them, but they can’t watch you back. But you can’t stay here any longer, not with a dozen hungry punters waiting for you in the pubs and clubs of Adelaide. Miraculously there’s an empty space outside the Crown and Sceptre and you wedge the S2000 against the kerb. The line-up snakes back from the doorway but you saunter up to the bouncer, blipping the remote locking on the car. You can feel the ray-gun intensity of resentful gazes, feel the envy wafting out from the crowd along with the smell of hot skin, sweat and perfume.
 
   At the doorway, you change your mind. Inside is a pulsating, feverish beat, wall-to-wall smoke, bodies lining the walls and the dance floor. For a wild moment, you want to turn and run, pound away down the street past the waiting queue, making for – where? There’s a thumping in your head, echoing the bass that seeps out from the pub. There’s no escape for you tonight. With the knowledge of that, calmness comes back and you clutch the bag inside your jacket. The slippery plastic moulds to your fingers and beneath it, you can feel the reassuring grind of the white powder.
 
   There’s a shout behind you and your heartbeat accelerates another notch. You turn and there’s Laurie, blonde crop dazzling under the streetlights, tanned skin stretched over muscles. He comes over and gives you a bone-crushing hug.
 
   “Alright?”
 
   “No worries.” 
 
   He knows the score. He dances to the same tune as you and you are almost friends. There’s still that faint vacancy in his eyes when he catches yours. In another world, another life, you would be soul mates. Here, a line separates you still. A white powdery line, scored across a mirror.
 
   It’s still a relief to see him. With him and only him, you can relax. Almost. There is always an ‘almost’.
 
   “You going in?”
 
   “Who’s in there?”
 
   He grins. His teeth are still white and fairly even. With all the pills he does, he should just have a row of stumps. You run your tongue over yours automatically.
 
   “The usual suckers. Nadia’s looking for you.”
 
   You roll your eyes and he grins again.
 
   “Gotta just grab something from the car – coming?”
 
   You glance back at the Honda, shiny beneath the streetlights. Laurie will have parked somewhere more secluded.
 
   “For sure.”
 
   The nos canister gasps. Beside you Laurie exhales loudly, a blank white strip of cornea visible beneath his eyelids. The gas escapes from his mouth in an almost invisible blue sigh. His hand falls into his lap and the canister begins to slide to the floor. You retrieve it quickly, drop in a bulb with a metallic little clink, screw it in. As you suck it down, he comes round.
 
   You finish up the box between you and both sit there for a while, dreamy and quiet. Slowly the nitrous recedes, like a wispy tide withdrawing and you sit up and reach for the bag. Tonight won’t work as a pill night, you’ve decided, and then chuck another one down anyway, just in case you were wrong.
 
   With three fat lines inside you, you can face the music. Literally. You can feel the grin on your face already, stretching your skin over your cheekbones. You fake a yawn, just to feel the ache in your jaw. 
 
   Inside you lose Laurie almost immediately. You need a piss and begin to wade your way towards the toilets at the back of the bar. There’s a scream in your ear, loud enough to shatter your eardrum. Nadia materialises in front of you, shimmering in a silver vest. She screams your name again and flings herself at you. You stagger a little, even under her slight weight. The pills are making you unsteady.
 
   “I thought you’d never get here! Everyone’s waiting for you! Come with me.”
 
   She seizes your hand and tugs you along. For a fleeting moment, you wonder what it would be like to know this many people who’d be like this even if you didn’t sell them drugs. Then someone stumbles into you and the thought is gone. You follow Nadia’s pert white-jean-clad behind out into the tiny beer garden.
 
   There is an immediate change in the atmosphere. Those who are most desperate come forward and start talking to you; the absolutely frantic come straight out with their requests. The ones better able to hide their need continue with their conversations, with just a slight pause as they clock your entrance and the occasional glance around to check that you’re still there. Those are the ones who will wait until you want to leave and then corner you by the stairs, by your car, in the toilets. You clench your jaw – you feel the need for another line already. You spot Laurie making his way over to the table and the shift of a few people from you to him. As always, there’s that momentary sting of rejection, until you remind yourself that both of you are just providing a service, that’s all.
 
   Nadia sits down by you. The smoke from her cigarette stings your eyes; her voice rattles on in your numbed ears. You look at her, marvelling that someone so beautiful can be so empty. She hasn’t got a bad personality – she has no personality. She’s a personality sink. You can feel a little of yours leach away every time you’re near her. You always come away greyer, thinner, more insubstantial.
 
    
 
   3.17am
 
    
 
   The club is close and hot and steamy, an urban jungle realised. You stand by the purple painted wall, condensation running down it. You press your palm into the thin stream of moisture, relishing the brief moment of coolness. That Nike is roaring through your bloodstream, the charlie chasing it in a faint white trail – you think this as a coherent thought and start laughing, thinking of all the tiny specks of coke, all the little Charlies, running through your blood, chasing that Nike – yeah, just do it…
 
   Oh God. You start praying to something you don’t believe in as you find yourself bent over the scummy toilet, feeling yourself empty out. There seems to be more than your stomach contents spattering onto the dirty porcelain. How can there be anything lost, when there’s nothing there in the first place? You shove that thought away, flush it away with the tug of the chain. You sit on the dirty tiled floor, throbbing head resting on your folded arms, staring at the filthy floor.
 
   There’s a warm, heavy hand on your shoulder and you look up. Laurie’s face bends down from what seems like an impossible height.
 
   “You alright, man?”
 
   You can’t do much more than nod. Conscious of a little dart of shame, you haul yourself to your feet, wade towards the door. Your bed has never seemed so appealing. But you know you would just lie there, big-eyed in the darkness, feeling your heart hammer against the thin walls of your chest. Lying there, counting the beats. Counting down towards death. No way.
 
   “I’m OK.” You reach for the bag as you say it. Laurie finally smiles, a little uncertainly. You produce an answering grin, from somewhere you can’t go too often.
 
   “Sure?”
 
   You wave the bag in answer and he grins again and doesn’t ask any more questions.
 
    
 
   5.26am
 
    
 
   The dawn light is creeping in through the windows of the club, a shy gold finger of light testing the smoky darkness inside the walls. The beat is as thunderous as ever but is beginning to sound bleary, too insistent. You bend over a sink, rinse your mouth with water, spit it back into the cracked bowl. 
 
   Back in the corner, sat on the sticky carpet, you look out over the sea of bobbing heads. As always there’s that pocket of emptiness inside you, that constant unending ache that no amount of powder can wipe away. You look at the sunlight, battling against the thickness of the dark and feel that pocket gape open a little further. One day it will open completely and you’re scared of what will come out.
 
   There’s a figure in front of you suddenly, a white figure. It’s Nadia, in her shimmering vest and white jeans. The light behind her suddenly intensifies until she is irradiated in light. The smoke coils behind her; sunlight beams out in a circlet of fire around her head. You feel your heart leap up suddenly. She is so fierce, so splendid – for a moment you are drowning in the sight of her, in awe of her and you lean forward, yearning. There’s nothing lost that can’t be found – is that how is goes? Salvation is standing there, angel wings invisible in the darkness.
 
   Then she moves and the light dims and she’s just Nadia again, beautiful and empty and boring. Your heart stutters, falters, limps along. It’s the same old shit, as it always has been, as it always will be. You feel a sliding trail of wetness move down your cheek, a sheet of wetness overlaying your face and realise that ache in your throat is a huge wave of tears, built up behind your eyelids. There’s one lifelong sob caught in your throat. Pressing a hand to your chest, you sigh. The morning light is out there, golden, molten, beautiful. But you – you are lost in the darkness, clawing for clarity, drowning in this sad, grey excuse for a life. That angel has flapped its wings . There’s no real sunshine, no golden morning waiting for you out there. There’s an empty house, a cold bed, a faltering heart. It’s nothing but dark and smoke for you, from here on.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   


 
   
  
 



Wave Goodbye
 
    
 
    
 
   New Year had come and gone before Simon noticed that people were disappearing. Christmas had been the usual blare of tinsel glitter and family noise and he’d not been down to the beach once. So it was on his first day back on the surf that he realised the pink-haired guy who usually surfed just along the beach wasn’t there anymore.
 
   Of course, Simon didn’t actually think he’d disappeared, not then. Despite the headlines in the local paper and the tentative interest of that intestate TV crew, the recent spate of vanishings had more or less passed him by. There were other things to worry about after all; Stacey, his lack of a job and the resulting state of his finances, his father’s failing health, the lines etching themselves ever deeper into his mother’s face. Too many things to waste time worrying about why people, young people like himself, had dropped out of sight. Had disappeared.
 
   So, on that warm morning on the freshly washed beach, Simon just noted the absence of the guy vaguely, before paddling out to where the waves were breaking in foamy white crests. He’d caught a few and was splashing his way out again when he noticed the surfboard, garish red and yellow under the sun, its nose wedged into the sand. Only then was he aware of a small chill, a tiny finger of cold nudging his stomach, remembering the shark attack on the beach last year. 
 
   The board was sound, though, when he got to it. Foot strap tightly velcroed. No bite-marks, no blood stains. What was that guy’s name, anyway? Steve, that was it - his board, for sure. Simon hadn’t really known him but they’d shared the odd 6am conversation, several of the last sunset waves, a few spliffs at one of Stacey’s parties. A quiet guy, as Simon remembered him, but a nice one. So where was he?
 
   He’s gone, Simon thought. Another one. He thought back to the headlines. Missing Teens. Where Have Our Young People Gone? Mother’s Anguish as Daughter Vanishes. How many had gone he couldn’t remember but it was a lot for a small town on the coast of South Australia and for those with short or long memories there were words like Truro and Snowtown to stir up fear for the safety of those who’d disappeared. Not yet really believing it, he tucked the board under his free arm and set off towards the police station. Behind him, in the sighing waves, a dolphin leapt and splashed.
 
    
 
   “It’s getting weird now.”
 
   Stacey lifted her head from his chest. Simon could see the dark roots in her hair smudging the blonde halo of curls. Her eyes looked black in the dim light of the candle.
 
   “Matt asked me where Tim was the other day.”
 
   “Who’s Tim?”
 
   “That tall guy, you know. I used to go out with him.”
 
   Simon frowned, shifting his arms beneath his head. ‘Go out’ was Stacey speak for ‘used to root’. As if sensing his mood, she bent her head and began licking the salt off his stomach. He gripped her chin, lifting her face to his.
 
   “That pink-haired guy’s gone too – that Steve. I found his board on the beach this morning.”
 
   She looked impossibly young in the candlelight. Momentarily it flickered and she was almost lost in the dark. He felt a clutch of panic that this was how it happened, this was when people just got lost, in the dark. But the flame strengthened and she was back in the light, hands moving lightly on him.
 
   “Where’s everyone going, Si?”
 
   He hesitated. What were the explanations? Killings, driftings, drugs, debt…all of these seemed like a whisper of a reason. To paddle out to sea, he thought dreamily, that’s where I’d disappear to; swim out into that endless blue, rolling ceaselessly under the mirroring sky. There would never be a last wave, ever; just the surf, eternally unfolding under the hot gaze of the southern sun.
 
   “Simon?”
 
   She looked at him, a small crease appearing on her young forehead. He pulled her down onto him, wanting to forget the vision of that endless wave that, even now, echoed on the inside of his skull. She sighed and in the hiss of her breath he heard the swell breaking again on the glittering sand.
 
    
 
   Back on the hot beach again, walking into the water, heading for the white horses on the horizon. Simon felt the tug of the undertow against his calves as he straddled his board. The shore seemed so far away out here, a distant smudge of golden sand and the hot glitter of sun on metal as the cars inched their way across the promenade.
 
   He felt rather than saw the shadow rise beside him. The tall fin sliced through the wave and in an instant of melting panic he thought he saw the gaping jaws parting the waves in a frenzy of teeth and foam. But as his heart made a stuttering leap for his throat he realised the shape beside him was a dolphin, smiling through the water at him, its all too human eye fixed upon him, unblinking. Its rubbery side brushed against his leg and he looked down at those appendages, which suddenly seemed so out of place in this flawless element.
 
   The dolphin looked at him, holding its place in the water.
 
   “It’s your wave,” Simon said.
 
   As his mouth closed over the sentence he looked back at the shore. Behind him the sea called, rolling endlessly. In front, the town looked like nothing but a mirage, shimmering on the horizon. He understood then, why the choices were made.
 
   He reached out to the grey shadow beside him, knowing whom it was. All that he’d left behind on shore seemed as grey now, distant in the way that faded memories were. Time to choose now, to stay or go? The sun cast its golden glance over the scene, omnipotent, oblivious.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   


 
   
  
 



Strapping Lass
 
    
 
    
 
   It was about six months after Moira had left him that he saw the girl. It was funny because only that morning as he’d got ready for work, he’d been thinking whether it was time to try again, move on, make a fresh start He’d come to the conclusion that perhaps it was a little premature. He was still vulnerable, after all. But then he saw her, and all his doubts fled in an instant. She was perfect.
 
   It was in the canteen at work that she’d caught his eye. He wondered that he’d not noticed her before. He’d found his usual table was taken up with a gaggle of nurses and so he’d moved to another, further away from the door. Thus he’d seen her, sitting alone, and looking out of the window at the hospital grounds. 
 
   It was her manner with food that attracted his attention. Unlike most chubby girls, she was unapologetic. She ate proudly, head high, obviously relishing what was on her plate. Like most chubby girls, she had a lovely mouth; the lips full and curvaceous, and at this moment, glistening with the oil from her chips. She didn’t have that furtive, almost sly method of eating, tucking the food away as quickly as possible, hunching her shoulders as if to keep people from seeing what she was doing. She chewed and swallowed and wiped her mouth with every sign of complete enjoyment.
 
   He made up his mind in the decisive way that he had.
 
   “Hello, I’m Barry,” he said, standing by her table. “Do you mind if I sit here?”
 
   For all her confidence with food, she was shy; he could see that by the faint start that she gave, the slight rise of colour in her cushiony cheeks. But she didn’t say no, just nodded and gestured at the seat opposite her. He smiled into her beautiful blue eyes.
 
   Her name was Daphne. She wasn’t a nurse – he’d assumed that by the lack of uniform – but worked in the administration department, dealing with patient files. Up close, he could see the pillowy swell of her bosom, the slight double chin. She wasn’t yet fat, not as such, but oh, such potential she had!
 
   By the end of the meal, he’d obtained her telephone number and a date for dinner for Friday. As he said goodbye, and walked towards the kitchens to start his shift, he felt as if he were floating on air. What a project, what a thing to look forward to…he could scarcely wait to begin. Take it slowly, he warned himself. He’d rushed things with Moira and look where that had got him. Slow and steady wins the race.
 
   After a month, Daphne and Barry were officially a couple. He’d asked her not to say anything to people at work but she didn’t have many friends there anyway, and no close ones. Dazzled by his generosity, the four course meals that he took her for, the presents he bought her, she would do anything for him.
 
   “Here you are,” he said, presenting her with a set of satin lingerie.
 
   She blushed with pleasure, took it and stroked it.
 
   “You’re too good to me Barry, you really are.”
 
   “Try it on.”
 
   She did, giggling. He made her pose for him.
 
   “It’s a bit big,” she said, twisting around to look at her rear view.
 
   “Never mind,” he said. You’ll grow into it, he added mentally.
 
   After three months, he asked her to move in with him. She gave up her little studio flat gladly and gave up her job, too, at his request.
 
   “I’ll look after you,” he said, kissing her.
 
   They still went out for dinner, but less often. Now, Barry liked to cook large, sumptuous meals at home and they ate them at the big oak dining room table. Barry gave Daphne second helpings, even if she didn’t ask for them. He fixed her large, sweet, sticky cocktails and bought her boxes of chocolates.
 
   He came home one day to find her regarding herself disconsolately in the bedroom mirror.
 
   “What’s wrong, sweet?” he said.
 
   “Look at me,” said Daphne. She pinched at the soft rolls that cascaded down her front. “I’m enormous. I’ll have to go on a diet.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” said Barry, feeling a jab of alarm in the pit of his stomach. He put his arm round her. “You’re beautiful. Anyway, you’re not fat. You’re just a strapping lass.”
 
   Daphne shook her head miserably. 
 
   “I’ll have to do something,” she said. “I thought I could do the cooking for a change, make some light meals. You don’t have to eat them if you don’t want to. I’ll cook your meals too. I can freeze them if it’s too much. There’s that big freezer in the garage we never use…”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Barry, hastily. He must remember to check the padlock on the freezer – it had slipped his mind, lately. He didn’t think there was anything still … there, but you never knew. “Anyway, you’re beautiful to me. Let me make you a drink and let’s watch a bit of television.”
 
    
 
   A couple of days after that, Daphne came down with a bad cold. She sat on the sofa in the living room, watching daytime soaps and sipping a hot lemon and honey drink, which Barry had prepared for her. He’d added five sugars to the steaming liquid and had stirred it in well. Daphne said no more about cooking meals or dieting, and Barry inwardly rejoiced. He waited on her hand and foot and took time off work to cook her special, tempting dishes. In the kitchen, he grated a block of extra cheese into the lasagne. He emptied two cans of coconut cream into the curry dish he was making for tomorrow.
 
    
 
   A month later, Daphne hadn’t yet risen from the couch. Barry brought her giant boxes of popcorn, huge torpedo-shaped bottles of fizzy pop, endless boxes of greasy fried chicken, nachos, burgers. He washed her and cleaned her and told her how beautiful she was, as she swelled like dough before him. She looked at him with love, a warm glance from her blue eyes; sunk like tiny, twinkling sapphires in the vast moonlike expanse of her face.
 
    
 
   Two months later, Barry was in the kitchen making preparations, when he heard Daphne calling him. Her voice was barely a wheeze but he was so attuned to it, he responded immediately. He picked up the bag of doughnuts he’d bought that morning and took them in to her. He looked at her proudly. What a beautiful sight she was, filling the sofa from one straining arm to the other, a marquee of a cotton dress falling in soft folds over the mounds of her body. Her arms rested at shoulder height on the gigantic swell of flesh that extended from her chin to her thighs.
 
   “Hello darling,” he said. “I’ve brought you something to eat.”
 
   Daphne smiled at him, or tried to.
 
   “Thank you darling,” she said breathlessly. He thought of her lungs, tiny grey pockets inside her, pressed relentlessly on either side by a tsunami of fat. “You’re so good to me, I don’t know what I’d do without you. I’m such a useless fat lump.”
 
   He sat down on the one of the arms and put his arm around her, as far as he could stretch.
 
   “How many times?” he said. “You’re not fat. You’re just a strapping lass.” He smiled and thought of the knives in the kitchen, laid out in shining, expectant rows; the cleaver, the boning knife, the carver. He shivered with delicious anticipation. “Silly girl, you’re not fat. You look good enough to eat.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Mourning After 
 
    
 
    
 
   I can’t remember exactly what happened. All I know is that we’d done it and it was done and that we were there, waiting for the outcome. It was cold, I remember and there was this sort of mist surrounding everything. But at the time I didn’t care, ‘cos I had Mark to keep me warm.
 
   It’s difficult to know where to start. I mean, I know what happened, and what I meant to happen and sometimes the two things fit and sometimes they don’t. But hey, nothing ever works out exactly how you want it, does it? I mean, that’s what Mark says. And he should know, I mean, he’s had about the worst life you can imagine and I for one believe him when he tell me why everything gets as bad as it does. I wouldn’t know, personally, ‘cos I have had quite a sheltered life but at least I can imagine what it must be like to be abused. You know. He looked at me when he told me, with these big haunted eyes and I just felt this kind of rage against his parents and the teachers and all the other people who had fucked -  yeah, fucked him over from day one. It’s why he wore black. I did too, after I met him. It drove Mum and Dad up the wall. I looked like a ghost, they said. I liked it; it was the first time I’d ever felt different. My friends thought so too, the few I had left after Mark plunged into my life. I hid my skin behind white pan-stick and my burgeoning curves behind drapes of black velvet and only Mark was allowed past.
 
   And he really went past. He went deeper than anyone had before. I mean, losing your virginity shouldn’t be a huge big deal in this day and age but for me, it was. I mean, I really wanted the flowers and fireworks. That was before Mark made me realise that something has to be painful before it’s worthwhile. I remember the first time; the real, white-hot pain of it and how I had to grit my teeth to get through it, but just remembering his gasps and the way he looked at me when he was on top, well, I’d do it all again in a second.
 
   It’s still cold and grey here. I’m holding Mark’s hand while I remember the first date we ever had. My parents didn’t actually know I was going out with a boy. I mean, they would’ve freaked, I’m only fourteen. I think I’m still only fourteen. It’s a bit difficult to tell here. There’s a few others that look like my age but everyone looks so wasted, I can’t tell. And I feel awkward about asking, everyone’s so sad. I’m glad I’ve got Mark, even though he frowns most of the time. At least I’m not on my own.
 
   But our first date…we went to the cinema. We saw an ‘18’ film; I was so nervous, ‘cos obviously, I’m so underage. But Mark said I could do anything, if I had the courage, and I didn’t want to look like I didn’t, so I just held my head up and we passed, no problem. In the back seat, he pushed his hand up my skirt and moved his hand skillfully and I thought that was it, that the whole building was going to come crashing down around me as I came. It was then I knew I loved him.
 
   Mum and Dad didn’t. They hated him. They hated his looks, his background and jeez, when they found out he’d been on a course of anti-depressants and had therapy, well, goodbye! But they couldn’t sway me. Courage was something I’d learnt going out with Mark and I wasn’t about to give it up now.
 
   Real Romeo and Juliet stuff. I’d sneak out to see him, saying I was going to see Tammy. I hadn’t actually seen her for over a month, since she said Mark was a weirdo and a psycho.  I didn’t mind too much – I mean, you grow out of people, don’t you? I mean, Tammy and I had been friends since nursery. And I knew for a fact she was a virgin, so how could she even begin to understand how special Mark and I were?
 
   I can’t remember when he asked me to do it. We’d just finished and I was mopping up with some tissues. He looked at me with those big dark eyes and asked me if I’ve ever considered suicide. Of course, I said no. But it started me thinking. Mum and Dad were being really shitty. I had no money, I was failing my classes at school. Plus, I had no friends. My life really wasn’t so great.
 
   Mark asked me and then stuck his head between my legs. I felt him lapping away and realised this was another challenge he was issuing. I couldn’t quite push him away but I tried not to feel anything as I tossed his question around in my mind. Too late. I felt my orgasm welling up at the same time as I felt the answer rising in my brain. I didn’t want to kill myself. But I couldn’t bear the thought of Mark doing it without me.
 
   We discussed how to do it. It was a new game, like the one where we’d got hold a copy of the Karma Sutra and had gone through all the new positions. How would we do it? Rope? Too lengthy and painful. Gun? Who did we know who’d got one? Pills? We didn’t know how many to take and who would tell us? After each discussion we’d make love, frantically, as if for the last time. Then he’d drop me a street away from my house and I’d walk back to Mum and Dad, rehearsing my story. I was at Tammy’s house – we went to the cinema.
 
   It’s really cold here. I’m looking at Mark, wanting a little comfort, but he’s just turning away, frowning. It’s funny but from this angle I’ve noticed how weird his nose is – like it’s been broken and not properly set. It’s a bit ugly, actually. He sees me staring and tries to smile but his teeth are all crooked. I’ve never really noticed that before. 
 
   I’m not sure when I decided irrevocably to do it (jeez, big word! My English teacher would be proud. Although, I can’t quite remember what she looks like. Not anymore). But I know it was after a bad week, when Mum had shouted at me and Dad was away somewhere and Mark was the only stable thing in my shifting life. We’d decided on razor blades. Cheap and reasonably painless. I’d tried them out on my forearm the week before, fascinated by the slow welling of blood from each cut. I showed Mark, who’d lifted my arm and licked away the blood, dabbing his forefinger in it and putting it to my lips. There was something sexual in that and we both knew it. We both knew we were binding ourselves together in a web of pain and soon, we’d be bound together forever in death.
 
   It’s getting so cold here. I’m trying to hold Mark’s hand, ‘cos I need to feel that someone’s here for me. I mean, that’s why I took the plunge, to be with him forever. I need to feel him here, solidly, not like some twisting grey wraith that’s floating out of reach. He felt so solid when we did it. We lay on my bed with candles and everything. I’d even got some red roses to put around us, so that people would understand when they found us that it was a beautiful thing that we’d done, not a sacrilege. Mark made the first cut and I watched as the blood fluttered out, staining the bedcovers. Soon mine had flowed out to join his, mingling with the dark red petals of the roses. It took a long time, much longer than I’d thought. We lay there and held each other, watching as things became faint and fuzzy. I could feel his heartbeat falter and slow next to mine. I watched the stained, patchy ceiling split open and there was white light beyond and I felt Mark next to me as we fell towards the light. It felt like the best decision I’d ever made.
 
   Now I’m here though, I’m not so sure. Everything’s so grey. It feels like an old people’s home, even though most of us are young. No one seems to know what’s going on. And Mark, he just spends his time moaning, saying it’s not what he expected. There’s a small part of me – well, sort of more than a small part of me – that feels a little bit of panic that I made the wrong decision. But I can’t have done. I mean, Mark and me, we’re like Romeo and Juliet, we’re meant to be together. We’re meant to have died for each other.
 
   I mean, I’m not sure how bad my life actually was, back there. There are people here, well, you wouldn’t want to know what they went through. I mean, it seemed really bad when I was going through it but – shit. Things weren’t so grey, I remember that. And Mark? I know we wanted to be together forever. So, I’m glad we will be. I mean, I have to be, don’t I? I am though. Really glad. No, really I am.
 
   I just wish everything wasn’t so grey. Grey and thin, like a cold mist. I can see it stretching into the distance, forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Club
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a warm April night the first time I met Kurt Fleischer. A hint of summer in the warmth of the evening breeze - a sunset gently bleeding into the sky behind us as we stood on the terrace. I was at the launch of a new restaurant. Crashingly dull, as it happens - I was debating on whether I could bear to hang around until dessert. I shifted from foot to foot, easing the ache in the small of my back. And then I saw Kurt. With all that’s happened since, it’s amazing that it wasn’t the demands of my stomach that got me into all this. No, it was the insistence of another organ altogether.
 
   He’s tall, you know; blonde, high cheek-boned; the very prototype of Aryan perfection. But you would know, of course, as he’s joined the ever-swelling ranks of celebrity chefs that clog up our televisions, exhorting us to watch our waistlines and titillate our tastebuds. You can peruse Kurt’s book in Waterstones; dine at his – our – restaurant (if you book a month in advance, three if you want a table on Saturday night). You can buy his range of gleaming knives and cleavers in John Lewis. And yet, only he and I and a few select others know the secret of his – our – success. Only The Club knows how delicious a game it all is.
 
   He was the one who approached me, you know. I saw the gleam of his blonde hair as he moved through the crowd on that warm spring night, watched as he moved towards me. Could it be possible…? I flicked my gaze away from his face, back towards the eager grimace of my companion – Harry Capless, one half of this new gastronomic venture. He could tell I was bored, obviously, but as he was hoping for a blazingly positive review from me, he had little choice but to ignore my bad manners. I kept my eyes on him, aware of the blonde young man standing just in the periphery of my vision. He wasn’t hovering – he just stood there silently, waiting for me to notice him. I caught a faint whiff of his aftershave, a tang of clean sweat beneath it. He smelled good enough to eat.
 
   Eventually Harry ground to a halt. I smiled dismissively and turned towards the blonde – Kurt, as I was soon to learn.
 
   “Good evening, “ I said.
 
   He nodded, unsmiling.
 
   “Good evening. You are Geoffrey Lamb-Scott?”
 
   I inclined my head graciously. He went on.
 
   “You are writing for the Daily Telegraph, their restaurant reviews?”
 
   “I am, dear boy. The Sunday Telegraph, to be quite accurate. But I’m afraid you have the advantage of me. Your name is…?”
 
   “Kurt Fleischer. I am a chef.”
 
   Oh Lord. I manage not to wince outwardly. Another young hopeful, another one desperate for a good review. For any review. 
 
   How desperate? I wondered thoughtfully.
 
   “I wanted very much to talk to you about the article you wrote for Gastronome,” said Kurt. His smooth golden face was taut with earnestness. I raised my eyebrows in surprise.
 
   “The article…?”
 
   “In the last month, the last issue.” He stumbled over his words for a moment. “It was most – most enlightening. What you wrote – it is so true, it is the truth. You spoke the truth.”
 
   My word. If he were as passionate as this about an article, what would he be like… well… I smiled at him, encouragingly. He didn’t smile back. I could see tiny pearls of sweat beading his hairline.
 
   I had written an article for the aforementioned magazine some months before. In it, I bemoaned the fact that, to the true gourmet, the real epicure, there was literally nothing left to eat. There was no taste sensation that hadn’t been documented a thousand times; no dish that hadn’t graced the palates of a thousand restaurant reviewers before. Porcini, pasta, olive oil, truffle, saffron, sushi, jus, mash, noisettes, julienne, shitake, salmon, frites…it was all there, all laid bare; masticated, pontificated, gorged, forged and puked. There was nothing left; no taste sensation remaining that hadn’t already been plundered, lauded, laid out for the masses.
 
   “So you think,” said Kurt. For the first time he had a smile on his face, his cheekbones showing faintly blue-white though his golden skin. Again, I felt the tug of lust and something else, something beneath it. Intrigue? Curiosity? Fear?
 
   “My dear boy…”
 
   He smiled again. “Wait. I will show you.”
 
   That was how I found myself in some godforsaken hole in Smithfield’s Market, the butcher stalls braced with cages of iron, newspapers plastered up against the walls, the smell of old blood ground into the ancient bricks. Kurt looked at me, grinning slightly as I stood hunched in the street, like a well-dressed, priapic tramp.
 
   “In here,” he whispered and ushered me forward. It was a dank little hole, ill lit and odd smelling. Surely not a restaurant? He took my hand and led me along a long, dark corridor which opened out into a large room, wood-panelled, lit only by the embers of a dying fire.
 
   “What is this?”
 
   I wanted my voice to come out strongly but the dark robbed it of any firmness. There were others in the room, I saw dimly; just glinting eyes in the darkness and the shuffle of quiet breath in the corners of the room.
 
   “What is this?”
 
   I could feel my voice becoming higher. Kurt looked back, and smiled again, that heartless, Teutonic grimace.
 
   “Stay here, Geoffrey, and I will cook you a feast.”
 
   I was slightly reassured by the sound of my name. I sat on a hard wooden bench, slotting my legs beneath a roughly hewn table, the shadows folding themselves around me. I listened to the barely perceptible sound of breathing. My scalp was tingling, my bowels were loose and trembling within me. The shadows lengthened.  There was a murmuring, in the darkness, a soft undertone in the shadows. I felt the softest touch on my neck, a finger sliding down the tendon of my throat. I jerked and nearly screamed. 
 
   Looking back into the black cavern of the room, I saw nothing, nothing in the darkness. The mere tickle of a cobweb… I brushed at my neck, shivering. What in God’s name was I doing? Where was I? I sat, clenching my fists… surely, time to go…but there at the end of the room, moving like a blonde angel soaring wingless through the darkness was Kurt, a white china plate gripped in his big, capable hand. He came up to me and I breathed out, more relieved than I could say to see him. He held the plate out to me, smiling and I looked at it, mesmerised. Steam rose from the slab of meat laid upon it.
 
   “What is this?” I said softly, as he laid it in front of me.
 
   He smiled.
 
   “It is good.”
 
   From nowhere a knife and fork had appeared on the table before me. I reached out as if in a dream. The steam rose from the meat, writhing in the darkness. I looked, pressed, cut. I lifted the fork to my mouth.
 
   Oh… like nothing I’d tasted before, like nothing I’d felt before. Too many times (I fear) in my journalism I’d use the phrase ‘orgasmic’. But that was what this was, it was, it was. I chewed, gasped, writhed in my seat; my whole being concentrated in the hundred effervescing nerve endings in the moist cave of my mouth. I was lost, abandoned, helpless. And when I came to, when the dark room had stopped sparkling and spinning, there was Kurt’s face and his warm hand and his voice saying… oh, so warm and intimate…you spoke the truth but it was not the whole truth, ja…..
 
   “What is it?” I said, when I was once again capable of speech.
 
   Kurt dropped his eyes to the floor.
 
   “I am thinking…I am thinking…”
 
   “Thinking what?” I clutched at him, shameless.
 
   He looked at me, solemnly. I nearly gasped again at his beauty, that golden skin, his crisp hair, the tender play of muscles in his neck.
 
   “Can you keep a secret?” he said.
 
   The freezer door thunked shut behind us. I shivered and my breath formed a steaming cloud in the air.
 
   “What is it?” I said. “Why have you brought me here?”
 
   Kurt moved closer to me and put a hand on my upper arm, just above the elbow joint. The warmth of his hand made me, paradoxically, shiver.
 
   “This is the secret,” he said to me. He was almost whispering. “This is the – the – I do not know the word…”
 
   “The…”
 
   “Cure!” He said it triumphantly. “ The cure, for the illness that you said, that you wrote. This is the only thing left to us, to those of us who love food, who worship that which makes us, that …I cannot think of the words.. that….”
 
   “Nourishes us?” I said tentatively.
 
   “Yes!” His grip on my arm tightened and involuntarily my eyes dropped to his own bicep, the bluish sheen of the muscle pushing against the skin of his arm.
 
   He dragged me forward.
 
   “Here,” he said, hushed again. “This is the only thing that is left to us.”
 
   I looked down at the steel table whose frost-rimmed edge was nudging my thighs. There was a white plastic tray laid upon it, in which where several cuts of meat. I looked at them. A brisket, a loin, a chop – and an unidentifiable cut, a little ragged about the edges. I looked closer. The topside still had the skin attached, pale, freckled, dusted with fine hairs. And something else, a mark, a flaw. I bent closer. A mark, a flaw – I recoiled suddenly, bile rising in my throat. A mark, a flaw… no - the intricate edges of a tattoo, the unfurling petals of a rose and the first two letters of a name ‘M’ and ‘O’…
 
    
 
   “It is natural.”
 
   I looked up at Kurt from my kneeling position from the gutter, in the alleyway outside. My latest, guiltiest, most perfect meal steamed before me, regurgitated.
 
   “Natural?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, serenely. “It is natural to react like that. After all, it is not what is –what is the word – intended, is it not? It is not intended…”
 
   “God, no…” I whispered.
 
   Then I looked at him. I looked at his beauty, that molten skin stretched taut over muscle. The muscle laid over creamy fat, the whole of him beautiful and wholesome and healthy. And I thought again of the feel of that slab of meat against my teeth, the way the juices had burst from the crisp edge; how it was the last, the best, the only thing left to taste…
 
   And that’s how it started – the Club. There are more of us out there than you’d imagine. When you hear of a new restaurant opening, of a new celebrity chef touting his latest book, I wonder if it ever gives you pause. Does it ever make you wonder? Because there’s a surprising number of us gourmets out there, you know. And is it really so disgusting? I am the Body of Christ…all flesh is grass… the justification is there, is it not?
 
   And Kurt and I? We opened our first restaurant in Smithfields two years ago. Our second in Mayfair a year later. We appear in the latest Michelin. It’s been a wild, heady ride, no doubt about it. Kurt was happy to take on the public relations part of our partnership and he fulfilled his role so well. 
 
   It’s just that, lately, I’ve had to put off his media appearances – it’s too much for one person, sometimes. He’d come home so tired and drawn…he’d lost so much weight and that’s bad for our kind of business, I’m sure I don’t need to tell you. And besides, we haven’t spent much time together lately and that’s bad for any relationship, isn’t it?
 
   It’s still good though – he’s such a sweet boy. When I look at him now, I’m reminded of why I fell in love with him in the first place. Tenderness. That’s what everyone looks for in a lover, isn’t it?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Freedom Fighter
 
    
 
    
 
   It was going to be a momentous day but of course, he didn’t know that when he woke up. Peter Drewett wasn’t normally aware of much before his first cup of tea in the morning, and so his peace remained unbroken until the middle of breakfast. He was reaching for his second piece of toast when it happened. His fingers closed upon the rigid crust and as he lifted it to his plate, he looked at his wife and thought I have absolutely nothing left to say to you.
 
   That was it, that was all. He made no sound but his eyelids fluttered in shock and the toast dropped onto his plate, unheeded. Peter stared at his wife’s face, the same face he’d seen every morning for the past twenty-seven years. Twenty-seven years! It was a lifetime. And now he had nothing left to say to her - nothing at all.   
 
   He reached for his cup of tea, noting with interest and a small amount of panic that his fingers were shaking. His wife, of course, noticed nothing. Mary Drewett was a fat, fair creature, buttoned tightly into the grey woollen cardigan that she habitually wore to breakfast. In the submerged strata of her face could be seen traces of the pert, pretty girl she’d once been. Peter stared at her. It could have been a stranger sitting across from him, despite the familiarity of that awful cardigan. He brought the china mug to his lips and gulped helplessly at the lukewarm liquid within. He felt lost, as if his chair was drifting gently on the current of an unseen ocean, floating him away from his old, tired, unwanted life. He was sure the walls of the kitchen shimmered for a second. The floor tilted beneath the soles of his slippers and he closed his eyes, suddenly dizzy.
 
   Upstairs, under the hot gush of the shower, things were no better. He felt panicky, nibbled by anxiety; as if he’d missed a vital life-preserving appointment. I’m forty-eight, he thought incredulously. Half my life is gone. He stepped out of the shower and waded through the gauzy white sheets of steam that hung in the air. He wiped the mirror over the sink with a trembling hand. Forty-eight. And somehow, his forty-eight wasn’t the forty-eight of those creatures glimpsed in glossy magazines, or the figures who cavorted in the tiny glass compound of the television. His was a much older type of forty-eight. He was almost an old man.
 
   He dressed himself in a daze, clinging to the old routine of his working day. He buttoned his white, short sleeved shirt and pulled on his grey, polyester-wool-mix suit, dull as pewter except for the oily shine of the elbows and knees. Peter thought of the train journey ahead of him, and the office routine ahead of that. He sold advertising space for a glossy car magazine. How many hours, how many years of his life had been spent in that little, grey box of a cubicle, headset clamped to his ears, listening to the oleaginous tone of his voice as he tried to persuade yet another reluctant customer of the need to buy a three centimetre, bordered box in the last five pages of the magazine? He’d never really thought about it before but he suddenly realised he was the one of the oldest people in the office. No, he was the oldest. He had gradually become surrounded by children; children who thought they were adults, strident, spike-haired children in any number of ridiculous clothes. Did they laugh at him behind his back? He reddened with shame as he straightened his tie and smoothed the sparse strands of his remaining hair back behind his ears. He’d always worn a tie to work – Mary bought them for him for his birthday and sometimes for Christmas. Every year he unwrapped another slither of coloured nylon to noose about his neck.
 
   He kissed Mary as he always did before he left the house. She, as always, gave no sign that the brief press of his mouth upon her cheek gave her any pleasure. As he shut the front door behind him, Peter tried to remember when they last made love. It was early July now so… he found himself shrinking from the fact that it could have been last year. Perhaps on his birthday? He plodded towards the train station, briefcase dragging at his hand. He looked at it resentfully. Why did he carry this to work and back every day? It wasn’t as if he was a top business executive, his briefcase stuffed with important papers, vibrating with the urgent trill of his mobile phone. This case contained nothing more earth shattering than yesterday’s copy of the Daily Mail, an empty Kit Kat wrapper and some hieroglyphic squiggles on a torn piece of yellow paper. Peter frowned. Suddenly, the briefcase seemed indicative of his whole wasted, failed life. He felt a sudden, breathless surge of anger – fury, not at broken dreams but at having no dreams left at all. 
 
   There was only one thing to be done and as he was now crossing the footbridge over the river, he did it. The case flew in a widening arc, wheeling above the water like a square black bird, before splashing into the river in a cacophony of droplets. Peter laughed and the two people who’d been walking ahead of him looked back briefly. They saw nothing but a nondescript middle-aged man clinging to the railings of the bridge and turned back, uninterested. 
 
   Peter remained at the railings, clutching them in both hands. He was aghast – he’d just thrown his briefcase in the river! – and yet exhilarated at the same time. “Begone dull care,” he said to himself, giggling quietly and wondering whether it was part of a quotation and if so, from what. Slowly, he let go of the railings. The concentric circles that marked the spot where his luckless briefcase had landed gradually smoothed out into flat, reflective river water.
 
   Peter began walking again. He let his footsteps continue in the direction of the railway station, past the newsagent’s shop on the corner. As he passed the entrance, he caught a glimpse of ‘his’ car magazine on the racks inside by the open door and his stomach contracted. He wasn’t going to work today. He wasn’t going back to work again, ever. All of a sudden, an enormous exhilarating energy possessed him. He felt his spine straighten, his weary, dragging posture spring into something energetic and upright. He climbed the steps to the railway platform but didn’t turn right onto Platform Two, as he had done every weekday for the past fifteen years. Instead, he let his new, vibrant feet cross the bridge and take him to Platform One, the one for London. A train was just drawing up as he reached the platform and he joined the mass of people that were sucked into the carriage doorways as if by an unseen force.
 
   He’d never been on this train before and was astonished at how busy it was. There were no seats available, of course not, but in Peter’s new mood, that was no hardship. He leant against the wall of one compartment and felt the warmth of the young girl beside him with a kind of sensuous happiness. He could see out of the window from his cramped vantage point and it was a pleasure to watch the sunshine on the fields, winking from the windscreens of passing cars, blotted out here and there by thick white clouds. The train rattled and swayed beneath Peter and he closed his eyes in wonder. I’m going to London, he thought. I’ve run away from home, from Mary, from work. I’ve got a day off from the world. A day? Why not longer? He felt giddy with the possibilities unfolding before him. 
 
   He knew the capital as well as most people who live in the suburbs do: Oxford Street for clothes shopping in the January sales, one or two of the West End theatres for a musical show at Christmas, Trafalgar Square, Waterloo station and Big Ben. The intricacies of the smaller streets were unknown to Peter; the buildings, pathways, nooks and crannies of this ancient city were as mysterious to him as the treasures drowned in Atlantis. He was dimly aware of that fact and thought he might start his adventure by walking. Just to walk, by himself, looking and listening…and thinking, remembering… he savoured the thought.
 
   A baby was crying, somewhere further down the carriage. Poor little mite, Peter thought sentimentally. He remembered the three miscarriages, the one fragile foetus that had clung to Mary for nearly four months before being swept away, helpless, in a red torrent. Again, he saw Mary’s face as she sat in bed at the hospital, pinched with pain, her mouth drawn tight. He thought perhaps that was when whatever feeling they’d shared between them had started to wither away; she was silent for so long, when she did eventually begin to speak to him again, he’d lost the art of conversation. He’d forgotten how to communicate, his real, true words reduced to meaningless platitudes. Sometimes he’d felt himself choke on the welter of clichés that clogged his mouth. He’d mentioned adoption to her, just once, and received a look of such naked, blazing pain that he shrivelled at the memory of it, even now. I want my own, she’d said. Not somebody else’s discards. The honesty, the cruelty of it had taken his breath away.
 
   A shift in the acoustics of the train signalled their approach to Kings Cross. Peter felt the people about him begin to shuffle restlessly, and drew his arms in towards his body as the doors opened and people began to flood out onto the platform. He let himself be pulled out in the swirl of humanity and found himself in the midst of a vast and exhilarating hubbub. He let his feet take him to the gates. He had a moment of panic when he realised he hadn’t bought a ticket but for some reason the automatic gates had been left open. People streamed though and Peter went with them.
 
   He found himself on an escalator, heading down towards the underground trains that thrummed through the ground beneath his feet. He turned onto the nearest platform, heedless of the crowds of people waiting for the next train.  Peter could just make out the map on the tunnel wall though the shoulders, heads and backs of the people ranged along the edge of the platform. This was the Piccadilly line, he saw. The name had made him laugh as a child because it sounded so like piccalilli. This was fine – he’d take the southbound train to the West End and then he would… would… would start to be free. He looked at his watch – ten minutes to nine. Just think, he would have been at the office by now. Stuck in the awful little box, talking to people he didn’t like and never wanted to see again. Instead he was here in London. Again, Peter felt a surge of exhilaration and clenched his hands in a moment of joy and panic.
 
   There was a low rumble, a metallic mutter and clatter as the train drew into the platform. People began to struggle towards the doors. Peter edged himself into the carriage and moved between the seats. Despite the heat and the crush, he found he was smiling. It’s not too late, he thought. It’s not too late at all. I can change; my life can change. He clenched his hand around the cool metal of the bar above his head. The rattle of the train was like the beat of a drum inside his head. The adverts before his eyes blurred into coloured squares, like the rippling flags of a crusading army; the rocking of the train was swinging him into his new life, one step, another step, on the jaunty, long awaited march to freedom.
 
   Five seats away, the young man from Yorkshire put his hands to the straps of his rucksack, bringing its laden weight more tightly against his body. He moved his thumb against the button of the detonator, closed his eyes for the last time and began, softly, to pray.
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   The first Kate Redman novel Hushabye (A Kate Redman Mystery) is available from Amazon Kindle.
 
    
 
   A missing baby. A murdered girl. A case where everyone has something to hide... 

On the first day of her new job in the West Country, Detective Sergeant Kate Redman finds herself investigating the kidnapping of Charlie Fullman, the newborn son of a wealthy entrepreneur and his trophy wife. It seems a straightforward case... but as Kate and her fellow officer Mark Olbeck delve deeper, they uncover murky secrets and multiple motives for the crime.

Kate finds the case bringing up painful memories of her own past secrets. As she confronts the truth about herself, her increasing emotional instability threatens both her hard-won career success and the possibility that they will ever find Charlie Fullman alive...
 
    
 
   Read the first two chapters of Hushabye (A Kate Redman Mystery) below...
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Casey Fullman opened her eyes and knew something was wrong.
 
    
 
   It was too bright. She was used to waking to grey dimness, the before-sunrise hours of a winter morning. Dita would stand by the bed with Charlie in one arm, a warmed bottle in the other. Casey would struggle up to a sitting position, trying to avoid the jab of pain from her healing Caesarean scar, and take the baby and the bottle. 
 
   You’re mad to get up so early when you don’t have to, her mother had told her, more than once. It’s not like you’re breastfeeding. Let Dita do it. But Casey, smiling and shrugging, would never give up those first waking moments. She enjoyed the delicious warmth of the baby snuggled against her body, his dark eyes fixed upon hers as he sucked furiously at the bottle.  
 
   She didn’t envy Dita, though, stumbling back to bed through the early morning dark to her bedroom next to the nursery. Casey would have gotten up herself to take Charlie from his cot when he cried for his food, but Nick needed his sleep, and it seemed to work out better all round for Dita, so close to the cot anyway, to bring him and the bottle into the bedroom instead. That’s what I pay her for, Nick had said, when she’d suggested getting up herself. 
 
    
 
   But this morning there was no Dita, sleepy-eyed in rumpled pyjamas, standing by the bed. There was no Charlie. Casey sat up sharply, wincing as her stomach muscles pulled at the scar. She looked over at Nick, fast asleep next to her. Sleeping like a baby. But where was her baby, her Charlie? 
 
   She got up and padded across the soft, expensive, sound-muffling carpet, not bothering with her dressing gown, too anxious now to delay. It was almost full daylight; she could see clearly. The bedroom door was shut, and she opened it to a silent corridor outside. 
 
   The door to Dita’s room was standing open, but the door to Charlie’s nursery was closed. Casey looked in Dita’s room. Her nanny’s bed was empty, the room in its usual mess, clothes and toys all over the floor. She must have gone into Charlie’s room. They must both be in there. Why hadn’t Dita brought him through? He must be ill, thought Casey, and fear broke over her like a wave. Her palm slipped on the door handle to the nursery. 
 
   She pushed the door. It stuck, halfway open. Casey shoved harder and it moved, opening wide enough for her to see an out-flung arm on the carpet, a hand half-curled. Her throat closed up. Frantically, she pushed at the door, and it opened far enough to enable her to squeeze inside.
 
   It was Dita she saw first, spread-eagled on the floor, face upwards. For a split second, Casey thought, crazily, that it was a model of her nanny, a waxwork, something that someone had left in the room for a joke. Dita’s face was pale as colourless candle wax, but that wasn’t the worst thing. There was something wrong with the structure of her face, her forehead dented, her nose pushed to one side. Her thick blonde hair was fanned out around her head like the stringy petals of a giant flower. 
 
    
 
   Casey felt her heartbeat falter as she looked down at the body. She was dimly aware that her lungs felt as if they’d seized up, frozen solid. She mouthed like a fish, gasping for air, but it wasn’t until she moved her gaze from Dita to look at Charlie’s cot that she began to scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Kate Redman stood in the tiny hallway of her flat and regarded herself in the full-length mirror that hung beside the front door. She never left the flat without giving herself a quick once-over—not for reasons of vanity, but to check that all was in place.She smoothed down her hair and tugged at her jacket, pulling the shoulders more firmly into shape. Her bag stood by the front door mat. She picked it up and checked her purse and mobile and warrant card were all there, zipped away in the inner pocket.
 
   She was early, but then she was always early. Time for a quick coffee before the doorbell was expected to ring? She walked into the small, neat kitchen, her hand hovering over the kettle. She decided against it. She felt jittery enough already. Calm down, Kate. 
 
   It was awful being the new girl; it was like being back at school again. Although now at least, she was well-dressed, with clean hair and clean shoes. It was fairly unlikely that any of her new co-workers would tell her that she smelt and had nits. 
 
   Kate shook herself mentally. She was talking to herself again, the usual internal monologue, always a sign of stress. It’s just a new job. You can do it. They picked you, remember? 
 
   She checked her watch. He was late, although not by much. The traffic at this time of day was always awful. She walked from the kitchen to the lounge – living room, Kate, living room – a matter of ten steps. She closed her bedroom door, and then opened it again to let the air flow in. She walked back to the hallway just as the doorbell finally rang. She took a deep breath and fixed her smile in place before she opened it. 
 
   “DS Redman?” asked the man on the doorstep. “I’m DS Olbeck. Otherwise known as Mark. Bloody awful parking around here. Sorry I’m late.”
 
   Kate noted a few things immediately: the fact that he’d said ‘bloody,’ whereas every other copper she’d ever known would have said ‘fucking’; his slightly too long dark hair; that he had a nice, crinkle-eyed smile. She felt a bit better. 
 
   “No drama,” she said breezily. “I’m ready. Call me Kate.”
 
   When they got to the car, she hesitated slightly for a moment, unsure of whether she should clear the passenger seat of all the assorted crap that was piled upon it or whether she should leave it to Mark. He muttered an apology and threw everything into the back. 
 
   “I’m actually quite neat,” he said, swinging the door open for her, “but it doesn’t seem to extend to the car, if you see what I mean.”
 
   Kate smiled politely. As he swung the car out into the road, she fixed her mind on the job ahead of them.
 
   “Can you tell me–” she began, just as he began to ask her a question.
 
   “You’re from–”
 
   “Oh, sorry–”
 
   “I was going to say, you’re up from Bournemouth, aren’t you?” Olbeck asked.
 
   “That’s right. I grew up there.”
 
   “I thought that’s where people went to retire.”
 
   Kate grinned. “Pretty much. There’s wasn’t a lot of, shall we say, life when I was growing up.” She paused. “Still, we had the beach. Where are you from?”
 
   “London,” said DS Olbeck, briefly. There was a pause while he waited to join the dual carriageway. “Nowhere glamorous. Just the outskirts, really. Ruislip, Middlesex. How are you finding the move to the West Country?”
 
   “Fine so far.”
 
   “Have you got family around here?
 
   Kate was growing impatient with the small talk. “No, no one around here,” she said. “Can I ask you about the case?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “I know it’s a murder and kidnap case–”
 
   “Yes. The child – baby – belongs to the Fullmans. Nick Fullman is a very wealthy entrepreneur, made most of his cash in property development. He got married about a year ago – to one of those sort of famous people.”
 
   “How do you mean?” Kate asked.
 
   “Oh you know, the sort of Z-list celebrity that keeps showing up in Heat magazine. Her name’s Casey Bright. Well, Casey Fullman now. Appeared in Okay when they got married, showing you round their lovely home, you know the sort of thing.”
 
   Kate smiled. “I get the picture.” 
 
   She wouldn’t have pegged DS Olbeck for a gossip mag reader, but then people often weren’t what they seemed. 
 
   “And the murder?”
 
   “The nanny, Dita Olgweisch. Looks incidental to the kidnapping at this point, but you never know. What is known is that the baby is missing and as it – he’s – only three months old, you can imagine the kind of thing we’re dealing with here.”
 
   “Yes.” Kate was silent for a moment. A three-month-old baby…memories threatened to surface and she pushed them away. “So on the face of it, we’re looking at the baby was snatched, the nanny interrupted whoever it was, and she was killed?”
 
   “Like you say, on the surface, that seems to be what’s happened. We’ll know more soon. We’ll be there in,” he glanced at the sat nav on the windscreen, “fifteen minutes or so.”
 
   They were off the motorway now and into the countryside. Looking out of the window, Kate noted the ploughed fields, shorn of the autumn stubble, the skeletal shapes of the trees. It was a grey January day, the sky like a flat blanket the colour of nothing. The worst time of year, she thought, everything dead, shut down for the winter, months until spring.
 
   The car slowed, turned into a driveway, and continued through formidable iron gates which were opened for them by a uniformed officer. After they drove through, Kate looked back to see the gates swung shut behind them. She noted the high wooden fence that ran alongside the road, the CCTV camera on the gatepost. The driveway wound though dripping trees and opened out into a courtyard at the front of the house. 
 
   “Looks like security is a priority,” she said to her companion as he pulled the car up by the front door. 
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “Clearly not enough of a priority.”
 
   “Well, we’ll see,” said Kate.
 
   They both got out of the car. There was another uniformed officer by the front door, a pale redhead whose nose had reddened in the raw air. He was stamping his feet and swinging his arms but stopped abruptly when Kate and Olbeck reached him.
 
   “DCI Anderton here yet?” said Olbeck.
 
   “Yes sir. He’s inside, in the kitchen. Just go straight through the hallway.”
 
   They stepped inside. The hallway was cavernous, tiled in chilly white stone, scuffed and marked now with the imprint of shoes and boots. Kate looked around. A staircase split in two and flowed around the upper reaches of the hallway to the first floor of the house. There was an enormous light shade suspended from the ceiling, a tangled mass of glass tubing and metal filaments. It had probably cost more than her flat, but she thought it hideous all the same. The house was warm, too warm; the underfloor heating was obviously at full blast, but there was an atmosphere of frigidity nonetheless. Perhaps it was the glossy white floor, the high ceilings, the general air of too much space. A Philip Starke chair stood against the wall, looking as though it had been carved out of ice. 
 
   “Mark? That you? Through here.”
 
   They followed the shout through into the kitchen, big on an industrial scale. It opened out into a glass-walled conservatory, which overlooked a terrace leading down to a clipped and manicured lawn. Detective Chief Inspector Anderton stood by a cluster of leather sofas where a woman was sitting, crouching forward, her long blonde hair dipping towards the floor. Kate looked around her surreptitiously. The place stank of money, new money: wealth just about dripped from the ceilings. It must be a kidnapping. Now, Kate, she chided herself. No jumping to conclusions. 
 
   She had only met the Chief Inspector once before, at her interview. He was a grey man: steel grey hair, dark grey eyes, grey suit. Easy to dismiss, at first. 
 
   “Ah, DS Redman,” he said as they both approached. “Welcome. Hoping to catch up with you later in my office, but we’ll have to see how things go. You can see how things are here.”
 
   He gave her a firm handshake, holding her gaze for a moment. She was surprised at the sudden tug of her lower belly, a pulse that vanished almost as soon as she’d registered it. A little shaken, it took her a moment to collect herself. The other two officers had begun talking to the blonde woman on the sofa. Kate joined them.
 
   Casey Fullman was a tiny woman, very childlike in spite of the bleached hair, the breast implants and the false nails. Kate noted the delicate bones of her wrist and ankles. Casey had bunchy cheeks, smooth and round like the curve of a peach, a tip-tilted nose and large blue eyes. These last were bloodshot, tears glistening along the edge of her reddened eyelids.
 
   “I don’t know,” she was saying as Kate joined them. Her voice was high, and she spoke with a gasp that could have been tears but might be habitual. “I don’t know. I didn’t hear anything and when I woke up, Dita,” she drew in her breath, “Dita wasn’t there. She would normally be there with a bottle and Ch- and Ch–”
 
   She broke down entirely, dropping her head down to her bare knees. There was a moment of silence while Kate watched the ends of Casey’s long hair touch the floor. 
 
   Anderton began to utter some soothing words. Kate looked around, her eye attracted by a movement outside on the terrace. A man was walking up and down, talking into a mobile phone, his free hand gesticulating wildly. As Kate watched, he flipped the phone closed and turned towards the house. He was young, good-looking and, somewhat incongruously given the early hour, dressed in a suit.
 
   “Sorry about that, I had to take it,” said Nick Fullman as he entered the room. Kate mentally raised her eyebrows, wondering at a man who prioritised a phone call, presumably a business matter, over comforting his wife after their baby son had been kidnapped. Not necessarily a kidnapping, Kate, stop jumping to conclusions. She thought she saw an answering disapproval in Olbeck’s face. 
 
   Anderton introduced his colleagues. Nick Fullman shook hands with them both, rather to Kate’s surprise, and then finally sat down next to his sobbing wife. 
 
   “Come on, Case,” he said, pulling her up and encircling her with one arm. “Try and keep it together. The police are here to help.”
 
   Casey put shaking fingers up to her mouth. She appeared to be trying to control her tears, taking in deep, shuddering breaths.
 
   “Perhaps you’d like a cup of tea?” said Olbeck. He caught Kate’s eye, and she immediately looked away. Don’t you bloody dare ask me to make it. He looked around rather helplessly. “Is there anyone who could , er–”
 
   “I’ll make it.”
 
   They all looked around at the sound of the words. A woman had come into the kitchen. Or had she? Kate wondered whether she’d been there all along, unnoticed. There was something unmemorable about her, which was odd because she too was dressed in full business attire, her face heavily made-up, her hair straightened and twisted and pinned in an elaborate style on the top of her head. 
 
   “This is my PA, Gemma Phillips,” said Fullman. There was just a shade of relief in his voice. “Gemma, thanks for coming so quickly.”
 
   “It’s fine,” she said with a brilliant smile, a smile that faded a little as she surveyed Casey, huddled and gasping. “It’s terrible. I came as quickly as I could. I can’t believe it.”
 
   “If you could make tea for us all, that would be wonderful, Miss Phillips,” said Anderton. 
 
   “It’s Ms Phillips, if you don’t mind,” she said, rather quickly. “Or you can call me Gemma. I don’t mind.”
 
   Anderton inclined his head.
 
   “Of course. We’d like to talk to you as well, once we’ve been able to sit with Mr and Mrs Fullman for a while.” 
 
   He turned back to the Fullmans. Gemma shrugged and began to make tea, moving quickly about the room. Kate watched her. Clearly Gemma knew her way around the kitchen very well. What, exactly, was her relationship with her employers like? Had she worked for them long? Presumably she didn’t live on the premises. Kate made mental notes to use in her interview with the girl later.
 
   The tea was made and presented to them all. Casey took one sip of hers and choked.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” said Gemma. “I always forget you don’t take sugar.”
 
   There was something in her voice that made Kate’s internal sensor light up. Not mockery, not exactly. There was something though. Kate scribbled more mental notes.
 
   Nick Fullman had been given coffee, rather than tea, in an elegant white china cup. He’d swallowed it in three gulps.  Kate noted the dark shadows under his eyes and the faint jittery shudder of his fingers. A caffeine addict? An insomniac? Or something else?
 
   “I heard nothing,” he was saying in response to Anderton’s question. “I was sleeping. I sleep pretty heavily, and the first I knew about anything was Casey screaming down the hallway. I ran down and saw, well, saw Dita on the floor. “
 
   “Do you have any theories as to who might have taken your son?”
 
   Casey let out a small moan. Nick pulled her closer to him.
 
   “None whatsoever. I can’t believe anyone–” His voice faltered for a second. “I can’t believe anyone would do such a thing.”
 
   “No one has made any threats against you or your family recently?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Who has access to the house? Do you keep any staff?”
 
   Fullman frowned. “What do you mean by access?”
 
   “Well, keys specifically. But also anyone who is permitted to enter the house, particularly on a regular basis.”
 
   “I’ll have to think.” Fullman was silent for a moment. He looked at his personal assistant. “Gemma, you couldn’t be a star and make another coffee, could you?”
 
   “Of course.” Gemma almost jumped from her chair to fulfil his request.
 
   Fullman turned back to the police officers.
 
   “Casey and I have keys, of course. Gemma has a set to the house, although not to the outbuildings, I don’t think.”
 
   “That’s right,” called Gemma from the kitchen. “Just the house.”
 
   “What about Miss Olgweisch?”
 
   Fullman dropped his eyes to the floor. “Yes, Dita had a full set.”
 
   “Anyone else?”
 
   Casey raised her head from her husband’s shoulder. 
 
   “My mum’s got a front door key,” she said, her voice hoarse. “She knows the key codes and all that.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” said Anderton. “The security. Presumably all the people who have keys also have security codes and so forth?”
 
   Fullman nodded. “That’s right. There’s an access code on the main gate and the alarm code for the house.”
 
   Kate and Olbeck exchanged glances. Whoever had taken the baby hadn’t set off any of the alarms. 
 
   Casey pushed herself upright. 
 
   “What are you doing to find him?” she begged. “Why are we sat here answering all these questions when we should be out there looking for him?”
 
   “Mrs Fullman,” said Anderton in a steady tone. “I really do know how desperate you must be feeling. My officers are out there on your land combing every inch of it for clues to Charlie’s whereabouts. We just have to try and ascertain a few basic facts so we can think of the best way to move forward as quickly as possible.”
 
   “It’s just…” Casey’s voice trailed away. Kate addressed her husband. 
 
   “Mr Fullman, is there anyone who could come and give your wife some support? Give you both some support? Her mother, perhaps?”
 
   Fullman grimaced. “I suppose so. Case, shall I ring your mum?” His wife nodded, mutely, and he stood up. “I’ll go and ring her then.”
 
   He headed back outside to the terrace, clearly relieved to be escaping the kitchen. Olbeck looked at Kate and raised his eyebrows very slightly. She nodded, just as subtly.
 
   “You two look around,” said Anderton. “DS Redman, I’d like you to talk to Ms Phillips once you’re done. DS Olbeck, go and see how the search is progressing. I want the neighbours questioned before too long.”
 
    
 
   The house was newly built, probably less than ten years old. It was a sprawling low building, cedar-clad and white-rendered, technically built on several different levels but as the ground had been dug away and landscaped around it, the house looked like nothing so much as a very expensive bungalow. Or so Kate thought, walking around the perimeter with Olbeck. They had checked the layout of the bedrooms, noting the distance of the baby’s nursery from the Fullman’s bedroom. 
 
   “Why wasn’t the baby in their room?” asked Kate.
 
   Olbeck glanced at her. “Should he have been?”
 
   “I think that’s the standard advice. Everyone I know with tiny babies keeps them in their own bedrooms. Sometimes in their beds. Not stuck down the end of the corridor.”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Olbeck. “The nanny was right next door.”
 
   Dita Olgweisch’s room and the nursery were still sealed off by the Scene of Crime team gathering evidence. Kate stood back for a second to let a SOCO past her, rustling along in white overalls.
 
   “I’ll ask Mrs Fullman when she’s feeling up to it,” she said. “Perhaps there was a simple explanation.”
 
   The view from the terrace was undeniably lovely. The ground dropped steeply away from the decking and the lawn ended in a semi-circle of woodland; beech, ash, and oak trees all stood as if on guard around the grass. Kate could see the movements of the uniformed officers as they carried out their fingertip search. Olbeck came up beside her and they both stood looking out on the scene. Kate wondered if he was thinking what she was thinking – that somewhere out in those peaceful looking woods was a tiny child’s body. Her stomach clenched.
 
   “I’ve never worked on a child case before,” said Olbeck abruptly. Kate turned her head, surprised. “Murder, obviously. But never a child.”
 
   “We don’t know that the baby’s…” Kate didn’t want to finish the sentence.
 
   “I know.” They were both silent for a moment. “I hope you’re right. God, I hope you’re right.”
 
   There didn’t seem to be much else to say. They both had things to do, but for another moment, they stood quietly, side by side, looking out at the swaying, leafless branches of the trees.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Read the rest of Hushabye (A Kate Redman Mystery) on Amazon Kindle now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Celina’s psychological thriller, Lost Girls is available from Amazon.
 
    
 
   Twenty-three years ago, Maudie Sampson’s childhood friend Jessica disappeared on a family holiday in Cornwall. She was never seen again.
 
   In the present day, Maudie is struggling to come to terms with the death of her wealthy father, her increasingly fragile mental health and a marriage that’s under strain. Slowly, she becomes aware that there is someone following her: a blonde woman in a long black coat with an intense gaze. As the woman begins to infiltrate her life, Maudie realises no one else appears to be able to see her. 
 
   Is Maudie losing her mind? Is the woman a figment of her imagination or does she actually exist? Have the sins of the past caught up with Maudie’s present...or is there something even more sinister going on?
 
    
 
   Lost Girls is the new novel from the author of The House on Fever Street: a dark and convoluted tale which proves that nothing can be taken for granted and no-one is as they seem.
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