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Chapter One

Some said there was no such thing as coincidence, but even when viewed in the light of all that was about to happen, Sherry MacElvoy could find no other way of explaining it. A wedding invitation and a suicide note turning up on the same day. Neither sender knew the other, so if there was a hidden message in the timing, or even in the bizarre extremes of subject, it certainly wasn’t coming from them.

It was the middle of the afternoon and Sherry, to whom both letters were addressed, had just popped downstairs to stretch her legs and pick up her mail. After a brief chat with Bob, the porter-cum-security guard, who was trying with small success to look more important than bored, she avoided the lift again and started back up the two flights of stairs to her river-view flat. As she reached the second landing, she tore open the large white envelope addressed in artful black script. The invitation was embossed in platinum and every bit as elegant as she might have expected.

 

Melinda and Edward Forbes
are happy to invite

 

Miss Sheralyn MacElvoy

to celebrate the wedding of
their daughter
Laurie Jane Forbes to
Elliot Francis Russell
at
St John the Baptist Parish Church
Tremmington, Nr Windsor
on
Saturday 12 th August
at
4.30 p.m.
Reception to follow
at
The Gables House
Tremmington

She read it through, then closing the front door she returned to her desk, which was in front of the high counter that formed a bar between the neat, well-equipped kitchen and spacious sitting room. As she sat down she binned the small blue airmail letter, written in an all-too familiar hand, as though it were of no more importance than the accompanying bundle of junk mail. Today, the mystery and synchronicity of both turning up in the same delivery failed to make its mark. That would only come later.

Going back to her computer Sherry finished the article she was writing for a new teen magazine, and after emailing it to the editor, she picked up the wedding invitation again and wondered what the emotions inside her were really saying, for they didn’t feel readily identifiable.

Tilting her head out of the rogue ray of sunlight that was falling through the window, Sherry let her gaze drift from the card and felt the pleasure of receiving it stealing quietly through her. She hadn’t known Laurie for more than a few months, so it was quite an honour to be a part of the big day, even though Laurie had already told her she would be. Almost as soon as they’d been introduced, by the flamboyant and delightful Rhona, Laurie’s best friend, and Sherry’s next-door neighbour, Sherry had sensed a kind of connection between them that Laurie herself had actually given voice to, just a few weeks ago. They didn’t see each other often, Laurie was always so busy, but whenever they did get together it felt as though they’d known each other for years.

Returning her eyes to the card she allowed them to focus, then defocus, first on Laurie’s name, then on Elliot’s. It was easy to picture them, vibrant, ambitious and unstoppably successful in their exclusive world of investigative reporting. Laurie was blonde and feminine, with intensely intelligent eyes and a wonderfully infectious laugh, while Elliot was tall, dour, impatient, his dark eyes lancing their subject in a way that could reduce even the most powerful to nervous incompetence – and frequently did. He wasn’t an easy man, nor, unlike Laurie, was he blessed with any obvious charm or good looks, but professionally he stood head and shoulders above almost anyone else in the field.

Resting her head on one hand, Sherry slid her fingers into the crinkly mass of her dark bobbed hair. Thanks to the girlishness of a small, upturned nose and the shrewdly playful light of forget-me-not eyes, her large, almost sloppily arranged mouth was an attractive imperfection. The freshness of her pale skin and crimson-smudged cheeks was accentuated by the cool white of her smile. She was neither tall, nor exquisitely shaped, though her breasts were delectably full and her waist quite tight. Her hips were undeniably round, which might not have mattered so much had her legs been just a few inches longer. In a couple of months she would be thirty-one – thirty-one and still as single as her first bed.

How fortunate Laurie was, she reflected. Not only did she have her own TV documentary programme, but she had managed to find someone like Elliot, who inspired in Sherry a deeprooted sense of what a man should be, supportive, respectful, attentive, powerful and loving. When thinking of him she slipped with ease into her uniquely private game of comparisons, where she saw him, in a musical sense, as Wagnerian, full of passion, mystery and high drama. The rugged planes of an unknown African land also came to mind, with the uncompromising angles of modern structures and cubist art. His colours were darkly purple and blue and grey. He was the sun around which his own world turned; the storm that wreaked havoc on abusers of power and the masters of crime.

And Laurie? How did she see Laurie? That was easy too, for Laurie was morning sunshine streaming through trees; birds singing at the start of spring. She was a Puccini aria; a crisp white wine on a hot summer’s day. If she were a city she’d be Paris. As a flower she’d be a stargazer lily, elegant and fragrant, and leaving a mark on anyone who touched her.

Sherry hadn’t often come across two people who seemed in such contrast to each other, yet who were in fact so right for each other. It was, she had to confess, how she’d once felt about her and Nick. In their case she’d turned out to be wrong. She wasn’t this time though, for no-one could ever mistake how much Laurie and Elliot loved each other. Though they both fascinated her, it was Elliot’s type of success Sherry coveted more, and even dared, on occasion, to dream of achieving, for she was much more interested in the lengthy and often dangerous undercover investigations he and his skilled team of researchers undertook than she was in the flashy TV fame that Laurie enjoyed and handled so well. On a few occasions Laurie had invited Sherry to join the programme that she and her partner Rose produced, but Sherry had always shied away. Elliot’s covert operations held much more appeal. She’d actually visited his offices, just along the river in Canary Wharf, with Laurie a couple of times, but she hadn’t yet summoned the nerve to admit how interested she was in joining the team – which was just as well, for considering the kind of journalism she was involved in now, they’d probably laugh.

Sighing, as much with frustration as with fatigue, she propped the invitation against a small stack of filing trays, and was about to go and pour herself another coffee when the telephone rang.

‘Sherry Mac,’ she answered.

‘He called!’ the voice at the other end announced. ‘Last night, about ten o’clock. You’re amazing. How do you always get these things right?’ It was Anita Gruber, a successful psychotherapist and good friend, though not in that order. It was impossible not to warm to Anita, mainly because she was so disarmingly honest about her own faults, and so shockingly inept when it came to navigating her way through love’s cruel tricks and extremely bad jokes. There was a certain comfort, Sherry often thought, in knowing that someone who got it so right for others could still be human enough to get it so wrong for herself. And Anita could be quite spectacular when it came to getting it wrong.

‘So what did he say?’ Sherry asked, dismayed by the envy stirring inside her, for it was utterly misplaced in this context, since she had zero desire to be involved with a man less than half her age, which was no bad thing in her case as it would be illegal. In Anita’s it was just plain weird, for she was an attractive, intelligent woman of forty-two, and the boy who hadn’t yet got the key to the door was a silver-spoon-fed jerk who emanated from the elite world of Chelsea Mondays-to-Fridays and Gloucestershire at the weekends. ‘No, don’t tell me, he needed his nappy changed,’ she quipped.

‘Funny,’ Anita responded drily. ‘Actually, he said he was missing me. Did you write his script, by any chance?’

‘I come up with better lines,’ Sherry countered. As Anita laughed, Sherry could easily picture her small dark features, as spritely as a Gluck sonata, alive with happiness and relief that the boy had finally picked up the phone to call her. Dear, kind-hearted Anita, she just got walked over every time. ‘So what was his excuse for not calling for two weeks?’ Sherry enquired.

‘He’s been to France and Germany, on a buying trip. Apparently he picked up some fantastic bargains …’

‘Spare me,’ Sherry interrupted. ‘If there’s one thing I’m less interested in than the boy himself, it’s his tawdry antiques.’

Again, Anita only laughed. ‘That’s what I love about you, Sherry,’ she responded, ‘you always say what you think. If only more of us had your courage. Anyway, holding out, not calling at all, just as you advised, definitely worked. He’s absolutely dying to see me, he said, so do you think it’s OK if I just give in, and go?’

‘If you haven’t already said yes, you’re not the Anita I know.’

More delighted laughter. ‘You know, he might be young and a bit lacking in finesse when it comes to seduction,’ Anita chirruped on, ‘but he’s something else between the sheets. So firm, and eager to learn. I’m just afraid, when he’s not with me, that he’s out there teaching his own generation.’

‘Do you care?’

‘Of course. I’m extremely fond of him. If it weren’t for the age thing I could get serious.’

‘There’s always an excuse,’ Sherry reminded her. ‘They’re either too young, too old, too married …’

‘I know, I know, and it’s all down to a fear of intimacy and a lack of self-worth. I’m the therapist, remember. I just wish I didn’t feel as though he’s managed to get the upper hand in our relationship so soon. He should be the one waiting for my calls, not the other way round.’

‘He would be, if you weren’t so keen to play the victim. You can’t stand it if anyone treats you well. I swear you actually get off on insults and abuse.’

‘Text-book MO for someone with no self-worth,’ Anita responded chirpily. ‘You see how well we both understand me? Anyway, as I said, you were absolutely right about when he’d call. It’s no wonder we all come to you with our relationship problems.’

‘Anita, any idiot knows that as soon as you stop calling a man he’ll get straight on the phone,’

Sherry retorted. ‘I just wish you’d take the rest of my advice and dump the creep, because I can’t imagine why you’d want to spend even another minute with someone who tells you outright that he doesn’t want to be seen in public with you because you’re too old.’

‘It was a joke. You had to be there,’ Anita informed her.

‘For God’s sake!’

‘OK. OK. You’re right, I should have more willpower …’

‘Self-respect,’ Sherry corrected, and quickly added, ‘Oh sorry, there goes my other line, I’ll get back to you later.’

As she disconnected Sherry felt her spirits take a sudden downturn, and deciding to let the other call go through to the machine she put the phone down and stared glumly at the window. Sometimes, she was thinking, it was hard to deal with how much time she spent alone, working here at her computer, most of her contact with the outside world coming only through email or by phone. She longed to get out there more, perhaps then she’d have a love life to talk about, even if it was as disastrous as Anita’s. She might even have a partner to take to Laurie and Elliot’s wedding. Just think how wonderful it would be if she were able to take Nick. But that was never going to happen, so she quickly closed off the thought, and tried not to mind that Laurie hadn’t even thought to ask if she’d like to bring someone along. Why would she? She’d never known Sherry to have a partner, didn’t even know Nick van Zant existed, at least not as a part of Sherry MacElvoy’s life. Anita did, but they’d never discussed him in any detail. What was the point? It was over now, and nothing was ever going to change that.

Feeling slightly more in need of a fortifying vodka than a mere mug of Nescaff, she got up and wandered into the kitchen. It was only four in the afternoon. Resorting to alcohol now, to buoy herself up, would be like offering an oar to a drowning man – it might keep him afloat for a while, but with no boat or land in sight, what was the point? A chocolate biscuit? There were, of course, none in the cupboard, she didn’t dare to allow such malicious hip-inflaters into her supermarket trolley, never mind into the flat. In fact, there was nothing in her cupboards at all to offer even a moment’s bodily delight, with the exception of a vibrator, and she definitely wasn’t in the mood for that.

After making yet another coffee, she carried it into the sitting room where the week’s newspapers were strewn about the carpet and sofas, and a startlingly garish collection of paintings flashed around the walls. They were her own work, created several years ago, when she’d first come back to England. They’d been a release of sorts, a way of expressing what she’d felt inside when she’d been unable – or perhaps unwilling – to find the words. She wondered idly what Anita would make of their shapes and colours, were she to admit the works were hers, but even though Anita was a therapist, not an analyst, she still wasn’t about to invite any kind of probing into a part of her past that had been buried a long time ago. It might be like exhuming a body and finding it wasn’t actually dead – or worse, discovering it had now acquired an agenda.

Remembering the blue airmail letter that had arrived with the invitation she grabbed up the waste basket and took it out into the hall to empty down the chute. She hadn’t even opened the envelope. There was no need; she knew who it was from, and more or less what it would say. She wished Aunt Jude would stop forwarding the letters, but since her aunt didn’t feel she had the right to discard someone else’s mail, it was left to Sherry to do it instead. She hadn’t read one in a long time, and had no intention of doing so ever again – unless the person sending them was finally prepared to tell the truth, and if that happened she’d find out soon enough, without reading the letters.

During the next ten minutes her phone rang at least as many times, bringing a flurry of requests from editors who’d left vital column inches to the last minute and were now looking to the ever-resourceful Sherry Mac, or, more accurately, one of her many aliases, to fill the gap. She usually obliged, occasionally with an original concoction of her own, or just as often with an adroitly reworded piece of scuttlebutt that she’d accessed from the Web. The ethics of it didn’t bother her particularly – after all, journalists were writing the same stories day in day out, the world over, and invariably got their information from each other, which meant that someone, somewhere, was no doubt recycling her material too. The Chinese whispers element of it might be an interesting aspect to pursue were any of it related to serious news, but since none of it was, she preferred to focus what spare time she had on writing a follow-up novel to the one she’d had published – under a pseudonym – a year ago. The book hadn’t been a success, so she was still dependent on her journalistic skills for an income. Not that she was complaining, for under a variety of pseudonyms she was much in demand, since she was fast, witty, reliable and could turn her hand to almost anything. She even had her own columns in a couple of magazines – Dear Molly in one of the glossies, and Helena’s Beauty Tips in a teen weekly – as well as a regular commitment as a TV reviewer for one of the tabloids. Occasionally she even contributed to the arts pages of a Sunday supplement and an upmarket monthly, and in the past couple of years she’d become a much-sought-after holiday relief for three named columnists whose style she could easily mimic.

Hearing a familiar voice coming from her answerphone she quickly snatched up the receiver.

‘Rhona!’ she cried. ‘Are you back? Where are you?’

‘I’m in the flat next door,’ Rhona replied, managing to sound droll, distracted and bored all at the same time. ‘Have you got your invitation?’

‘Yes. Did you?’

‘Have,’ Rhona corrected. ‘We say, have, not did.’

‘Who’s the we?’ Sherry laughed. ‘I’m the Brit here, remember. You’re the Greek.’

‘Half. And I came here at the age of three, which was about the time you deserted, I believe. No, your blood might be British, my sweet, and you might live here now, but in your soul, your heart and your lamentable, though occasionally entertaining, vernacular, you are as American as a class action lawsuit. Now hang up, I’m coming over.’

As Sherry put down the phone, her spirits were already lifting. There were few people in the world she enjoyed more than Rhona, whose life was as bizarre as a Fellini movie, and whose tongue was as wicked as her soul was gentle and true. Everyone loved Rhona, and Rhona, in her uniquely disdainful way, loved them all back.

‘Have you spoken to Laurie today?’ Rhona demanded, sweeping in through the front door and heading straight for the kitchen. ‘Vodka tonic? Or are you back on the wagon?’

‘What do you mean back? I was never on it. And no, I haven’t spoken to Laurie today. Why?’

‘I think we should start measuring her prewedding stress on the Richter scale,’ Rhona quipped. ‘Another flaming row with Elliot this morning, which has already been made up, I’m told, but now she’s gone whizzing off to follow up on some lead she’s just been given on a story and he’s royally pissed off, apparently, at being left to carry on moving into their new place alone.’

‘God, my life feels so dull,’ Sherry groaned. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a good row, a new place or even a whizz off.’

Rhona grinned. ‘Here’s a vodka instead,’ she said, passing her a glass. ‘So apart from no rows, new pads or whizzes off, what’s been happening with you these past two days?’

Sherry sighed. ‘I could make something up, I suppose, it would certainly be more interesting and in some way salve my ego.’

‘Have you been anywhere? Seen anyone?’

‘Too busy. Too many deadlines. But I spoke to Anita just now. My friend, the psychologist …’

‘Of course. How is she?’

‘As unbreakably cheerful as ever, but I did my best.’

Rhona spluttered with laughter. ‘Is she still seeing the young boy you told me about?’

‘I’m afraid so.’ Sherry shook her head in dismay. ‘You know, sometimes it really seems to get to me, the way she lets him treat her so badly. Not only him, everyone she meets.’

Rhona’s dark eyes were long and lazy, her full mouth curved in a teasing smile. Like Sherry she was neither tall nor slim, nor was she breath-takingly beautiful, but her sumptuous olive-toned flesh and shameless sexuality had caused many an intelligent man to lose contact with all but one part of his brain. ‘Anita’s on her own journey through life,’ she said gently. ‘You shouldn’t let it affect yours.’

Sherry crooked an eyebrow. ‘Isn’t that the truth?’ she commented wryly.

Rhona took another sip. ‘But it’s not really about Anita, is it?’ she challenged.

Sherry had been about to wander back into the sitting room, but stopped in surprise. ‘Isn’t it?’ she countered.

Rhona merely looked at her.

Sherry took a breath, then, laughing and shaking her head, she continued around the bar to go and stand in front of the rain-speckled French windows. The plants on the balcony outside looked bedraggled and sad, the wrought-iron table and chairs glistened wetly in the late afternoon sun. She started to speak, but instead took a generous mouthful of her drink, while gazing down at the flat grey surface of the river.

‘What is it?’ Rhona prompted. ‘Something’s been bothering you for weeks, it seems to me, so it’s time you got it out.’

Sherry’s eye was caught by a police launch as it sped round a bend in the river and headed down towards the pier. Emergency sirens wailed in from the distance, an invisible lasso of sound, snagging her attention and drawing it to an imagined crime or catastrophe. Inwardly she shuddered. ‘I’m fine,’ she responded, turning round. ‘Apart from the time of the month.’ Her eyes showed a quick flash of impatience. ‘All right, if we’re getting to the truth here I suppose it’s about jealousy, because at least Anita manages to get a boyfriend, which is a damned sight more than we can say about me. I mean, when did you ever see me with anything even approaching a man? It’s been seven years, Rhona. Can you imagine that? Seven years and nothing to itch. No relationship, no affair, no passing flirtation, not even a one-night stand. Yet here I am, Dear Molly herself, giving all this dazzlingly insightful advice to the emotionally screwed-up and downtrodden, which for some weirdly perverse reason seems to work, when I can’t even get started. I mean, tell me, when does my door ever get knocked down by a panting Lothario who can’t get enough of my irresistible bedroom technique? Can you recall the last time I got swept across the Continent in a frenzy of unbridled passion? Do you see any fresh flowers in this apartment not bought by me? Any Tiffany jewels nestling between my breasts? A globe waiting to be spun for me to stop with my finger to decide my next vacation?’

‘All right, that’s enough about me, let’s get back to you,’ Rhona quipped, coming round from the kitchen to perch on the edge of the desk.

Sherry laughed. ‘But it’s all true,’ she cried, going to slump down in an armchair. ‘There’s never a man in my life and anyway, the only ones worth having are already taken, meaning what’s left is like rummaging through an end-of-season sale and finding all the goods are damaged. Or, more accurately, like looking through God’s over-crowded attic of embarrassing mistakes.’

Rhona choked on a laugh. ‘You’re too harsh,’ she accused.

‘So speaks the woman with the fantastically rich lover who picks up her every bill, satisfies her every whim, rips off her lace panties and gives her a thousand orgasms, before jetting back to his exotic Middle Eastern palace, where he has to make do with phoning you three times a day and sending you so many flowers you can’t breathe at night. Has he been invited to the wedding, by the way?’

Rhona nodded.

‘Is he coming?’

‘I think so.’

‘So I’m the only one who doesn’t get to take a partner?’

Rhona frowned. ‘Have you got someone in mind?’

‘No.’

‘There are sure to be plenty of single men there. Elliot’s got a lot of friends. They’ll be turning up from all over the world.’

‘I’d rather have Elliot.’

Rhona laughed and got to her feet. ‘The way he’s been behaving lately Laurie might just be happy to hand him over. Which reminds me, she’s changed the time for this evening. She wants us there at seven thirty now, instead of seven. Apparently Chris and Rachel are in town, so they’re coming too. You’ve met them before, haven’t you?’

Sherry nodded. ‘Yes. A couple of times.’

‘Of course. OK. I’d better go and call my mother back. I’ll give you a knock around seven and we’ll go upriver to the new Laurie and Elliot pad together.’

After Rhona had gone, Sherry stood for a moment, unsettled by the emotions the last few minutes had stirred. There were times, like now, when all the empty spaces in her life seemed to join together in a circle around her as though to isolate her from the rest of the world. Not so far that she couldn’t see it, but far enough for her to feel cut off from it. No parents, no partner, no children. Why did these things happen so easily for other people, and not for her? She didn’t understand it. Every day millions of women around the world fell in love, got married, had babies. Why was it so difficult for her? What made her different? Why was she always alone?

The only answers were those she didn’t want to face, they hurt too much, so returning to her desk she attempted to lift her mood by concentrating on one of her more frivolous columns. And the thought of spending an evening at Laurie and Elliot’s was quite pleasing too, so why waste time on worrying about aspects of her life that could never be changed?



Chapter Two

Laurie Forbes’s dark blue eyes were gazing intently into the exquisite face of a young Indian girl. As the girl spoke, her words came in breathy, broken sentences, conveying at least some of the terror that was making her hands clasp tightly together, and her eyes constantly dart to the door. She spoke in her own language, while the doctor, seated the other side of the desk, translated in his gentle, sonorous tone.

They were in his first-floor surgery, over a newsagent’s in London’s East End, where a few minutes ago he’d let Laurie in through the back door so she could meet and speak to this tragic young girl. After the girl’s first visit here, the doctor had contacted Barry Davidson at the No Sweat action group, fearing, if he went direct to the police, that even more harm would come to the girl – and others. In turn, Barry had got in touch with Laurie, knowing this would be an issue she’d feel very strongly about, and would almost certainly want to get involved in. He couldn’t have been more right, since Laurie and her producing partner, Rose, were already investigating a human-trafficking chain running from the Asian subcontinent into the UK, and this case was showing all the signs of being at least one small part of it.

Though there was no visible evidence of what the girl had suffered, Laurie knew that beneath the soiled and ragged sari she was wearing she had been so hideously abused that it was agony for her just to move.

‘Ask her,’ Laurie said, ‘if she has any idea who the man was who did this to her.’

Dr Patel shook his head. ‘She told me on her first visit,’ he said, ‘she doesn’t know who he was. She was taken by car to the place where it happened. I believe there was more than one man.’

Laurie looked at him, then returned her eyes to the girl. ‘Who drove the car?’ she said.

‘A man she simply calls the driver.’

Laurie leaned forward and lifted the girl’s hands into her own. ‘Daya,’ she said softly, knowing that the only word she’d understand would be her name, but it was the tone of her voice that mattered – she wanted the girl to know she could trust her. ‘We need you to tell us where you live. Where they are keeping you.’

The beautiful face turned to the doctor as he translated. She answered quietly and briefly.

‘She doesn’t know,’ Dr Patel said.

Laurie looked at her helplessly.

‘She has no point of reference,’ the doctor explained. ‘She’s probably blindfolded whenever she’s taken outside, not allowed to see where she’s going.’ He spoke to Daya, putting the suggestion to her, then nodded. ‘Yes, that’s what happens,’ he told Laurie.

‘The woman who brought her to you,’ Laurie began.

‘She’ll be back any moment,’ the doctor warned.

‘She mustn’t know you’re here.’

‘I understand, but you must ask her how Daya got these injuries.’

‘I have already done that. She says the girl fell onto a sewing machine.’

Laurie winced at the lie. Then, seeing the girl was watching her, she softened her expression again. ‘Are there others?’ she asked. ‘Is it just you they’re keeping locked up?’

Daya’s large brown eyes watched the doctor’s lips as he spoke. When she turned back to Laurie her own were full of fear, but they didn’t waver as she answered the question.

‘There are others,’ the doctor translated.

‘Thirteen women and … there are children too.

She has a sister, she says, who came with her from India.’

‘How did they get here?’ Laurie said.

The doctor asked. ‘By boat and then by lorry,’

he answered.

The girl carried on speaking. Laurie watched her lovely face, held her delicate hands and felt an almost overwhelming urge to pull her into her arms and take her home.

‘Some of them got left behind in India,’ the doctor was saying, ‘and some others were taken off the boat in another place. She doesn’t know where. When they started out there were many of them, she says. Men and women, but mostly women. She doesn’t know what happened to everyone else. She only knows about those who are with her now.’

‘If only she knew where that was,’ Laurie muttered. She looked at the doctor. ‘Is she going to be all right? Does she need to go to hospital?’

‘She should, but Mrs Ghosh, the woman who brought her here, has forbidden it. I could over-rule her, of course, but I’m afraid of putting Daya, or those with her, into any more danger.’

‘She will recover though, won’t she?’ Laurie said, squeezing Daya’s hands. ‘Her injuries will heal?’

The doctor nodded.

‘Tell me more about this Mrs Ghosh,’ Laurie prompted, thinking how dearly she’d like to get her hands on the woman who, a few minutes ago, had gone down to the street for a better mobile phone connection. Barry was at the other end of the call, so time was precious, the woman would be back any second. ‘Had you ever met her before she brought Daya here the first time?’

‘No,’ the doctor answered. ‘She called my receptionist …’ He stopped as Daya began to speak. After listening he turned his solemn eyes back to Laurie.

‘She has a daughter,’ he told her grimly. ‘She is afraid for her …’

‘You mean here?’ Laurie cut in, her heart starting to thud. ‘In England?’

The doctor began to put the question but was cut off by a sharp knock on his door. It was the signal, from his receptionist, that Mrs Ghosh was on her way back. ‘You’ll have to go,’ he told Laurie. ‘Use the back stairs, and please don’t do anything without speaking to me first.’

Swallowing her frustration, Laurie grabbed her bag and quickly took out a card. ‘Here,’ she said, pushing it into Daya’s hand. ‘If you can, call me. Tell her to call me,’ she said to the doctor. ‘I want to help you. Please don’t be afraid.’

‘Quickly,’ the doctor said, opening the door.

On impulse Laurie hugged the girl, then slipped out through the door into the passage beyond. The stairwell was an obstacle course of old mail and newspapers, but she barely noticed as she ran swiftly to the bottom and burst out into the sunlight behind the old Victorian building on Whitechapel’s New Road.

Barry Davidson was waiting, his mobile phone still in his hand. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I think she started to get suspicious. I had to let her go.’

‘It’s OK,’ Laurie assured him, as they began winding through the back alleys. ‘The girl’s terrified, that much is clear. I’m not sure what’s going to happen to her now, I’ll call the doctor later.’

‘Did you find out where they’re keeping her?’ he asked, sticking a cap on his nearly bald head to protect it from the sun.

‘She doesn’t know. Apparently, there’s a group of them, women and children.’

‘Children,’ he repeated. ‘Shit, we’ve got to go to the police.’

‘I don’t think the doctor wants us to yet. He probably already told you, he’s afraid if this Mrs Ghosh and her bosses get wind of a police investigation, they’ll just dispose of the women and we don’t even want to think about how they’d do that. Ditto press investigation, which is why we’ll have to tread very carefully now.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Listen, I’m sorry, but I have to go,’ she said, hailing a passing cab, ‘we’ve got friends coming round tonight.’

‘You only moved in two days ago,’ he laughed in surprise.

‘Tell me about it.’ After giving him a quick hug, she jumped into the taxi, gave the driver her address, then took out her mobile to call her partner, Rose.

By the time she got to Butler’s Wharf, on the south side of the Thames at Tower Bridge, she’d fully updated Rose on her meeting with Daya, had taken a call from her closest friend, Rhona, which hadn’t turned out to be quite as welcome as Rhona’s calls normally were, and she was now, as she summoned the lift to take her up to the fourth floor, talking to her mother about what kind of flowers they should have at the church.

‘If you don’t like my choice, then you choose,’ she snapped as she pushed the button to go up.

‘I’m not saying I don’t like your choice,’ her mother replied, ‘I’m just saying we could do with more colour.’

‘Then get more colour.’

‘I will. I just need you to tell me what you’d prefer.’

‘I don’t know. I’m not an expert on flowers.’

‘We need to get this sorted out, Laurie.’

‘I know, Mum, and we will. I’ll call you back when I’ve had a chance to decide.’

‘There’s not just the church, there’re the tables at the reception …’

‘Mum, I can’t give you an answer now, because I don’t know what flowers I want. So I’ll call you back, OK?’ and before her mother could say any more she clicked off the line and began digging around in her bag for her keys. It was too much, just too much, trying to organize this wedding, move into a new apartment, uncover some monstrous human-smuggling chain, and work out how to find and rescue a group of helpless young women without getting them killed in the process. She was going to go mad – either that, or no, she was just going to go mad.

‘Hi! Anyone home?’ she called out as she let herself into the luxurious converted-warehouse apartment.

‘Over here,’ Elliot responded, from where he was putting together a coffee table in front of the wall of windows that looked out over the river and Tower Bridge.

‘Everything all right?’ she asked, dropping her bag and retying her hair as she picked a path through all the boxes.

‘Sure, why wouldn’t it be?’ he retorted.

Biting back a sarcastic response, she said, ‘We need to get some of this cleared up before everyone comes tonight. That looks good,’ she added, as he stood back to survey his handiwork.

She waited for him to look at her, but he didn’t. ‘So, anything happen while I was out?’ she asked.

‘Not especially,’ he replied, starting to clear up the tools he’d been using.

Dragging her eyes away, she looked up at the railings of the mezzanine where a workman was applying a second coat of stain. ‘Any messages?’ she asked Elliot.

‘They’re on the pad.’

Going to the large, glass-topped counter that was between the brand new Poggenpohl kitchen and Radiata pine bar, she checked the list, decided everyone could wait, then went to start sorting out some of the boxes. The fact that he hadn’t asked anything about her interview with the Indian girl was beginning to rankle, but she was prepared to wait, maybe it would be forthcoming at some point in the next hour or so.

Silence prevailed for at least another ten minutes, by which time the workman had gone and so had her patience. ‘I hope your mood’s going to improve by the time everyone gets here,’ she commented tartly. ‘If you go on scowling like that you’ll scare them all away.’

Elliot’s dark eyes flicked in her direction. She was dragging a heavy box across the designer-cracked concrete floor towards the entrance hall, where a door opened either side into each of their studies.

‘Don’t bother to help,’ she told him. ‘I can manage.’

Lifting a box onto the bar, he started to break open the sealing tape.

A moment later she reappeared from her study and stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at him. Her blonde hair was tumbling out of its knot again, her lovely face was flushed red with anger. ‘That,’ she snapped, pointing to the room in the opposite corner, ‘is yours. I’ll leave you to sort it out.’

Still he made no comment, merely continued unravelling the bubble wrap that was protecting the glasses, while gazing blindly at nothing.

Wanting desperately to slap him, she somehow managed not to, and looked round for something else she could move without his help. Spotting a plastic sack full of pillows that needed to go up to the mezzanine, which would soon be a luxurious master suite, she grabbed it in both arms and started up the spiral staircase. It was time to get ready for the evening anyway, so she’d stay up there, out of harm’s way, or another furious row was certain to break out, and they’d had enough of them lately.

Dumping the pillows on the queen-sized mattress that was currently serving as their bed, she kicked aside a pile of clothes and stomped into the bathroom. It was childish to cry, but who cared? She was tired, stressed, and sorely tempted to walk out of this dream apartment right now and leave him to deal with the whole sodding mountain of moving in himself.

‘Bastard,’ she seethed into the mirror. ‘You could try a bit harder to be helpful,’ she screamed out loud. ‘It’s your bloody apartment too. And your wedding, in case you’d forgotten.’

Silence from downstairs.

Struggling hard with the urge to go and fling something deadly down on his head, she cupped her hands under the cold tap and splashed water on her face. She’d calm down in a minute, she just needed to breathe deeply, dab her face with a towel, and concentrate on something soothing and peaceful and totally unrelated to the nightmare her life was turning into. The trouble was, no matter where she went in her mind, all roads seemed to lead back to the monster downstairs, whose long silences and moodiness these last few weeks was driving her crazy. Though she knew what was behind it, she was finding it increasingly hard to be understanding or sympathetic. Right now, in fact, she was feeling a good deal closer to murderous than selflessly supportive.

Snatching the band out of her hair, she began to undress. A shower might help, and a fullstrength Martini followed by a nice, mellowing trip into marijuana nirvana, if anyone was thoughtful enough to bring some along.

Starting to relax at the mere thought of imminent rescue, she was on the point of running the water when she heard the phone. Immediately she stiffened. Don’t let it be my mother. Pleeeease don’t let it be my mother.

‘It’s Sherry,’ Elliot shouted.

Untold relief. ‘Tell her I’ll call back. Is she still coming tonight?’

‘Yes. She wants to know if we need anything?’

‘You mean apart from marriage guidance, or boxing gloves?’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Ask her to pick up some salsa and chips from the Mexican deli she told me about. And anything else she thinks we might like.’

She listened to him relaying the message, and felt annoyed by how pleasant he was to Sherry.

He even managed to laugh at something she said, which was considerably more than he’d managed for her these past few days. After hearing the phone go down she turned the power jets on full. Thank God Sherry was coming tonight, she usually managed to put everyone in a good mood, and Chris Gallagher would be there too, one of Elliot’s favourite people since he’d been involved in the Phraxos scandal that was still, in spite of the investigation being over, dominating Elliot’s life, so with any luck the evening could turn out well. On second thoughts, the last thing she wanted was Elliot dwelling on that blasted scandal any more than he already was. And where was her head about Sherry? Only an hour ago Rhona had called to inform her that Sherry was hurt she hadn’t been invited to bring a guest to the wedding, so Sherry was hardly going to be in a good mood with her either. At the time of Rhona’s call Laurie had uttered a few catty remarks that she deeply regretted now, for Sherry certainly didn’t deserve them. Though, in her own defence, Laurie had to point out that since she’d never seen Sherry with a man, and since Sherry hadn’t mentioned a word about wanting to bring someone, it was hardly surprising she hadn’t thought to add the option.

‘I’m sure she understands that,’ Rhona had said.

‘I think it was just the reminder there was no-one that hurt.’

‘Jesus Christ, if I have to consider the petty sensitivities of every bloody person who’s being invited to this wedding I’m going to end up in the nut house,’ Laurie had cried.

‘I know it’s nerves talking, so I’ll forget you said that,’ Rhona responded. ‘She’s not making a fuss … This is just me …’

‘OK. OK. So what do you want me to do?’

‘Actually, nothing. I shouldn’t even have brought it up, so let’s change the subject.’

They had, but Sherry’s call just now was making Laurie feel guilty all over again, because the truth was, she had thought of putting ‘Sherry + guest’ and had decided not to, mainly because it had seemed almost spiteful when she knew very well that Sherry didn’t have anyone to bring. Now it appeared that no matter what she’d decided she’d been destined to hurt Sherry’s feelings, which was the last thing she wanted when she was so fond of Sherry – in fact much fonder of Sherry than she was of certain other people she could mention right now!

Feeling the water starting to massage at least some of the tension from her shoulders she closed her eyes and continued to think about Sherry, who, she and Rhona had often agreed, was a bit of an enigma, for as much as they genuinely liked her, and had welcomed her into their lives, they knew very little about her. Of course, Sherry was always saying that there was nothing to know, just that she’d grown up in the States, had moved back to England seven years ago, after her parents died, and now her only family was an aunt living in Somerset. The rest, i.e. her career, where she lived and who her friends were, was an open book that made rather dull reading, she’d quip, and her love life was much the same, except it had no story at all. But apparently there had been a man, because she’d once mentioned him to Rhona. It was someone she’d been quite serious about, she’d said, until they’d broken up, which had been around the time she’d left LA. He was a journalist, by all accounts, whom she’d met while he was in California covering a story. Rhona couldn’t remember his name, and Laurie hadn’t liked to ask, since Sherry had never mentioned him to her.

Finding her thoughts moving on to Sherry’s wonderfully poetic way of seeing the world and the people in it, Laurie’s eyes started to shine with irony, for she felt very far from anything even remotely as romantic as a Puccini aria, or morning sunshine streaming through trees. However, thinking of Sherry and her unique way of connecting people to places, art, nature, music, food, or whatever came to her mind, almost always had a calming effect. She really was an unusual person, and had added a whole new dimension to their group of friends since she’d moved into the flat next door to Rhona.

Abruptly remembering that there was a good chance she’d be moving in next door to Sherry if things didn’t start improving with Elliot, she quickly rinsed off her hair and reached for the conditioner. She’d stayed with Rhona once before when life had become intolerable with Elliot, so she could always do it again, and God knew the prospect of having fun with Rhona and Sherry was a lot more appealing right now than having to put up with Elliot’s silences and her mother’s hysteria for the next eight weeks.

Stepping out of the shower she wrapped a towel round her hair, and grabbed another as she wandered back into the bedroom where she glanced over the railing to see what was going on below. There was no sign of Elliot and she wondered with a moment’s unease if he’d gone out. He’d done that a few times lately, not saying where he was going, or when he’d be back – nor was she entirely sure where he went, though she guessed it was to his office. Hearing his voice she realized he must be on the phone in his study, so she carried on with what she was doing and tried not to read anything into the fact that he’d taken the phone out of earshot. It probably had nothing to do with being secretive, just that there was something on his computer that he needed for the call.

A few minutes later she heard him coming up the stairs. Immediately she turned her back so she wouldn’t have to look at him. OK, she wasn’t helping matters behaving this way, but for God’s sake, he wasn’t the only one round here who was all stressed out over the happy day, nor was it her damned fault that things had turned out the way they had with the Phraxos business.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

His voice was both gruff and tender, and feeling an instant melting of hostility she turned to face him. Then she loved him completely, for he’d read her mind and brought her up a Martini. ‘Me too,’ she said, taking the drink. She looked up into his shadowy face, so austere yet reassuringly familiar that her heart caught on another wave of love.

‘It’s not you,’ he told her.

‘I know.’ She smiled crookedly. ‘At least, I hope not.’

A flash of impatience showed in his eyes, then was gone. ‘You know what it’s about,’ he said.

After sipping her drink she put it down on the box that was serving as a nightstand, and looked at him again. ‘You have to let it go,’ she told him gently. ‘There’s nothing you can do about it, and you’re becoming obsessive.’

‘If you don’t have anything more helpful to say than that, say nothing,’ he retorted tersely.

‘Elliot, you didn’t have a choice,’ she cried. ‘As governments they’re infinitely more powerful than you, and you have to accept that.’

‘I took the money. They bought my silence.’

‘Then give the damned money back, if that’s how you feel. But you still won’t be able to tell the story, so stop doing this to yourself.’

His face was paling as the anger that was never far from the surface lately started to return. ‘OK, I’ll just forget the fact that certain individuals in both the British and American governments are actively involved in promoting war on innocent peoples …’

‘It’s not as simple as that!’

‘… for the sole purpose of making the defence industries even richer than they already are, and grabbing as much oil, or minerals, or territory for themselves as they can, and I’ll concentrate instead on this ludicrous circus of a wedding that you’re dragging me into. In the grand order of things I guess it comes above genocide and wholesale corruption.’

Laurie’s mouth was open. ‘How dare you?’ she seethed. ‘You bastard! No-one’s forcing you into this, least of all me, and if you think it’s all so bloody ludicrous, then why don’t you just call the whole damned thing off?’

‘Don’t tempt me.’

‘That’s it!’ she raged, slamming down the towel. ‘I’ve had enough. I can’t take any more of you. I’m calling my mother now.’ Grabbing the phone she started to dial.

‘Stop it! Stop!’ he barked, snatching the receiver from her hand. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean it. I just …’ He put the phone down. ‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated.

Still shaking she stooped to pick up the towel. As she started to walk away he turned her back and pulled her into his arms.

‘I shouldn’t be taking this out on you,’ he said.

‘I know it’s not your fault, and you deserve better.’

Putting her arms around him she rested her head on his shoulder. ‘I understand why you’re angry,’ she replied. ‘I am too.’ She looked up at him. ‘Everyone is who worked on the story, but there’s nothing more we can do.’

He gazed long into her eyes, clearly wanting to vent more anger, but in the end, all he said was, ‘What time is everyone arriving?’

‘In about half an hour. I should dry my hair and start preparing some food.’

He nodded and let her go. ‘I’ll take a shower, then I need to call Max.’

As he went into the bathroom Laurie sat down on the floor in front of a mirror that was propped up against the wall and began to brush out her hair. She was bothered by how often he was calling Max lately, for Max was the American journalist he’d worked closely with on the Phraxos affair. She just hoped they weren’t cooking up some way of thwarting the agreement they’d made with the British and US secret services not to reveal what they’d learned, because she didn’t even want to think about what the consequences might be to them personally, never mind everyone else, if they did.

An hour later everyone had arrived, including Chris Gallagher and Rachel Hendon who’d driven up from Cornwall that morning. It was largely because of Chris and Rachel that Laurie was cooking pasta at home, for the attention the couple received when out in public was as intolerable as the snide comments that frequently appeared in the press the following day, about the ‘surprisingly short time’ it had taken Rachel to get over the untimely death of her Cabinet Minister husband, and how ‘very accommodating’ it had been of Chris’s wife, a fairly well-known actress, to meet with a fatal accident a mere few months after. The insinuations were clear, even if the accusations weren’t.

‘You look fantastic,’ Laurie commented, as Rachel wandered into the kitchen to join her, her short, shaggy dark hair framing her face in a way that made her seem much younger, and more frivolous, than she actually was – rather more like the TV news producer she’d been before marrying Tim Hendon. ‘Motherhood definitely agrees with you. How is the love of my life?’

‘Adorable – and loud!’ Rachel replied, cocking an eyebrow.

Laurie grinned. ‘Is he six months yet?’

‘Almost, and already trying to walk. I’ve left him at my sister’s tonight. Much like his father, he’ll enjoy all the female attention.’

Laurie continued to smile. It was good to hear Rachel talking about Charlie’s father in such a natural way, though Laurie knew that she was still far from over the terrible tragedy of his murder, and the investigation that had followed, for it had totally torn her life apart. It was how she and Laurie had become friends, since Laurie had helped to uncover the truth behind the murder.

‘So how are things going with you and Chris?’ she asked Rachel, pouring more wine into their glasses.

‘OK, I think,’ Rachel answered with a smile. ‘We’re still taking it slowly, but he’s wonderful with Charlie, and we’re spending so much time at his house, down in Cornwall, that I’m thinking of renting out my little cottage.’

‘You’ll always have takers in us,’ Laurie commented, beginning the hunt for a garlic press. ‘So how long are you going to be in London this time?’

‘Chris is arranging an exhibition of Andraya Sorrantos’s paintings so it could be a while.’

‘Is this an artist I should have heard of?’ Laurie asked.

‘She’s Brazilian and her work is amazing, if you like that sort of thing, which both Chris and I do. She’s arriving next week, from Rio, staying in an apartment belonging to the Brazilian Embassy, then we’ll probably take her down to Cornwall for a quick weekend’s break before things really hot up.’

‘Lucky her,’ Laurie commented, glancing over to where Elliot and Chris were standing in front of the picture windows quietly talking. ‘I could do with a spell in Cornwall myself right now,’ she said. ‘Elliot’s really uptight. He can’t let go of the Phraxos story. He’s desperate to get it out there.’

‘I know, Chris told me, and to be honest, I understand his frustration. I even feel it myself. So does Chris.’

Laurie wasn’t surprised by that, for Chris had been more involved in the Phraxos Special Project than any of them, though the actual details of his undercover role were still, for most, as secret as the project itself. ‘What’s happening is unconscionable,’ Laurie stated. ‘There’s absolutely no way to justify it, and of course the public should be told, but if any of those defence industries start going down as a result of the exposure, which they inevitably would, it wouldn’t be long before the entire world markets began to collapse and that would be … Well, it would be catastrophic. Everyone will start going under, and it certainly won’t help save the innocent lives that are being sacrificed for profit in godforsaken parts of the globe, if anything it’ll make it worse.’

‘And Elliot knows that, which is why he won’t break the agreement,’ Rachel reminded her.

Laurie stared down at the garlic she’d just squashed. ‘Actually, I think it’s the fact that he took money for his silence that’s really bothering him,’ she said, scooping it into a pan and watching it sizzle. ‘Or maybe it’s the dread of marrying me.’

Rachel’s eyebrows shot up as she chuckled.

‘You think I’m joking,’ Laurie responded, ‘but if you heard some of the rows we’ve been having lately …’ She broke off as a howl of laughter whooped up from the sitting room. ‘What’s going on over there?’ she called out when she could be heard.

Rose Newman, a handsome, middle-aged woman with neat greying hair, and a smile that totally lit up her normally serious expression, got to her feet and wiped a tear from under one eye. ‘Sherry’s being outrageous,’ she answered, going to the bar to refill her glass.

Sherry’s expression was a picture of innocence.

‘Even for her,’ Rhona confirmed, from where she was sitting cross-legged on a downy cushion.

Sherry shrugged, and Laurie laughed. They were all, by now, quite familiar with Sherry’s ability to shock them into laughter with unexpected turns in a conversation.

‘I wish we could get her to join our team,’ Rose commented, as she carried an empty wine bottle into the kitchen. ‘Can’t you persuade her?’

‘I’ve tried, but you’ve heard what she says: she doesn’t like the limelight, and she values her independence.’

‘Sounds wise to me,’ Rachel commented, popping a couple of baguettes into the oven to warm up. ‘So what are you two working on at the moment?’

‘Human trafficking and forced prostitution,’ Rose answered.

Rachel turned to Laurie in surprise. ‘That’s a bit involved when you’ve got a wedding coming up, isn’t it?’ she commented.

‘I’m helping out with the research, and taking care of the London end of things,’ Laurie replied. ‘Rose is on the globetrot.’

‘Have you told Rachel about the girl you spoke to today?’ Rose asked.

Laurie shook her head, then merely listened as Rose filled Rachel in on the developments of the day. Since Rose was so much more experienced at production, and so level-headed in her approach to the world’s horrors, she almost never failed to give Laurie a rational and helpful perspective on what they were dealing with, and now was proving no exception. On the other hand, however, Rose admired Laurie’s passion, and even encouraged her impulsiveness, which was probably what made them such a great partnership. Laurie could just wish that once in a while Rose didn’t remind her quite so much of her mother.

‘So you’ve got no idea where these women are being held?’ Rachel was saying.

Laurie shook her head. ‘The only address the doctor has is a garment workshop, just along the road from his office. Barry Davidson, the chap who tipped me off about her, has checked the place out, but there was no sign of any women working there at all.’

‘Do you know who owns it?’

‘Some character by the name of Eddie Cribbs. I don’t know much about him yet, but I will.’ As she spoke she was seeing Daya’s face in her mind’s eye and sorely wishing now that she’d given in to the impulse to bring her home. God only knew what might have ensued if she had, but surely anything would be better than leaving the girl to a fate that might very well be worse than death. ‘She was so tiny,’ she said. ‘So fragile. It makes me feel sick to think of her little body being hurt and abused like that.’

‘What’s your next step?’ Rachel asked.

‘I’m not sure yet. She says she has a daughter, but we’ve yet to find out whether the child’s here, or back in India.’

‘Is that where you’re going?’ Rachel asked Rose.

Rose nodded. ‘If the child’s there I doubt very much we’ll find her, but who knows. Even if we don’t, there are plenty like her.’

‘Isn’t that the truth,’ Rachel murmured, recalling her own trip to India and how devastated she had been by the plight of abandoned children. ‘So Laurie misses out on the exotic hot spots this time around?’ she said, attempting to lighten the moment.

‘Not exactly,’ Rose replied with arched brows. ‘She’s got a honeymoon coming up, remember?’

‘Of course. Do you know where you’re going?’

‘Bali,’ Laurie answered. ‘I’ve always wanted to go, and now Elliot’s a very rich man he’s splashing out on three weeks in one of the Amman Resorts. Let’s just hope he forgets to pack his conscience.’ She glanced over at him again and felt her heart tighten with the desire to be there now, away from all that was going on here.

Feeling her eyes on him, Elliot turned towards her and winked. It made her smile, which was a relief, since he was all too aware of how poorly he’d been doing in that department lately. He was briefly tempted to break off his conversation with Chris and go over to her now, if only to stop her thinking they were discussing the Phraxos affair, which, in fact, they weren’t. However, the current topic wasn’t one he wanted her to know about either.

‘Frankly, I think it’s a great idea,’ Chris was saying, following the progress of a loaded barge as it chugged downriver. ‘And it’ll be a terrific investment too. The big question is, how much do you want to spend, because I have to warn you, old chap, Andraya’s paintings don’t come cheap.’

Elliot glanced at Laurie again. ‘Let’s wait until after she’s seen them,’ he said. ‘I have to be sure it’s something she’ll want. If it is, I still want to keep it as a surprise.’

‘Of course. No problem. I’ll set up a private viewing for you, before the official opening. They’re due to arrive next Monday. So’s the woman herself. Now there’s an exhibition, if ever I’ve seen one. I’ll say no more than that, but remember, you were warned.’

Elliot grinned. ‘I’ll bear it in mind,’ he responded, watching Sherry as she caught the tea towel Laurie threw at her. He’d heard the comment Sherry had made, how he and Laurie couldn’t take their eyes off each other, and Sherry was right – though perhaps not for the reasons she was thinking.

‘Are you all right?’ he suddenly heard Chris saying. ‘You seem a bit … distracted.’

Elliot shook his head. ‘I’m fine,’ he answered. ‘Just not enjoying this forced sabbatical. I need to be working.’

‘How long are you taking off?’

‘A year. I’ve just been contracted to do a book, did I tell you?’

‘No. That’s great news. I don’t imagine it’s going to contain anything about Phraxos though.’

‘It’s tempting, but if I did, they wouldn’t publish it.’

‘Of course not.’ Chris’s handsome face turned as grim as Elliot’s.

‘Come on,’ Elliot said, slapping him on the shoulder. ‘If we stand here much longer Laurie’ll start getting edgy, and we don’t want to spoil the evening.’

A couple of hours later, they were all seated around the large glass dining table, plates empty, candles burning down, and the rest of the room still in splendid disarray around them, as they bantered back and forth about anything that came to mind, though mostly about the wedding. Even Laurie, Sherry noticed, who’d seemed so tense earlier, had finally managed to lighten up, and the looks going between her and Elliot now appeared far less spiked with annoyance, or resentment, than they had before they’d sat down. For her part Sherry couldn’t remember when she’d last felt so relaxed and happy – maybe it was the last time she’d spent an evening with them all, for they were starting to feel rather like family now, and she could hardly express how much it meant to her to be a part of their lives. Given a little more wine she’d probably start gushing it all out, so maybe she should do everyone a favour and call a halt now. To her dismay, as Elliot finished topping up her glass she hiccuped, and everyone burst out laughing.

‘Was that me?’ she gasped, in mock horror.

‘How much have you had?’ Rhona laughed.

‘The same as everyone else.’

‘Then you’re drunk. Whoopee. I love it when you’re drunk.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Sherry protested, and with a broad grin she took a generous sip of wine.

Rose was watching her as closely as her slightly blurred vision allowed. ‘What I want to know,’ she said, saluting Sherry with her glass, ‘is why an attractive young woman like you shuts herself away and never seems to go out on dates. No, no, I don’t want to hear some rubbish about how there are no decent men, or you never get time, because it’s all bollocks, excuse my language. I think you’re hiding something from us, Sherry Mac, and my guess is it’s a mystery lover. So now, out with it. Who is he? What’s his name? What does he do? Tell us everything.’

Laurie was staring at Rose in astonishment, for it was hardly her style – at least when sober – to blunder into someone’s private life like that. On the other hand, she was fascinated to see how Sherry handled it.

In true Sherry fashion, she took it on master-fully, assuming a befuddled sort of Mata Hari expression, while slouching one arm across the back of her chair and stroking the stem of her wine glass. ‘What makes you think there’s only one?’ she drawled.

As the laughter and applause died down, Rose said, ‘OK, then which one are you bringing to the wedding?’

Laurie flinched.

Sherry continued her enigmatic smile. ‘If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise,’ she responded smoothly.

‘So there is someone?’ Rose challenged.

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘But there is. There has to be.’

Sherry’s head went to one side as she toyed with the idea of making something up, just to entertain them, or perhaps actually telling them about Nick. After this much wine, she’d probably end up making a fool of herself, and wanting to drown herself in the river the next morning, so maybe not, particularly while Elliot was listening. She would do better to try and dazzle him into realizing what a valuable addition she would make to his team.

Too late, for Rhona was already saying, ‘There used to be. Who was the guy you told me about? The journalist. I’m trying to remember his name.’

The natural colour in Sherry’s cheeks was deepening, but she was quite pleased the decision had been taken out of her hands, for in her present mood she quite wanted to talk about Nick. Indeed, why keep him a secret? There was no shame in everyone knowing that she had mattered to someone once, even if it was an embarrassing seven years ago. ‘It’s Nick van Zant,’ she answered, casting a glance at Elliot.

He frowned in recognition. ‘I know that name,’ he said. ‘Isn’t he with the New York Times?’

‘That’s right,’ she replied, feeling ludicrously important by association. ‘At least, the last I heard he was.’

‘He’s English,’ Rhona informed everyone, seeming to think it mattered.

Elliot nodded. ‘I remember reading some of his reports from Afghanistan. And Iraq. War’s his thing, isn’t it?’

‘It is now’, Sherry replied. ‘But when I knew him he was still US based, covering crime, mainly.’

‘So what happened?’ Rose wanted to know.

Sherry shrugged. ‘Nothing much really,’ she responded mildly. ‘We actually only spent a month together, the summer before I left California …’

‘She’s going to make light of it,’ Rhona protested. ‘It was huge. The big love of her life, even if it did only last a month.’ She looked at Sherry and signalled for her to continue.

Sighing, but secretly delighted by the interjection, Sherry said, ‘OK. It’s the only time in my life I’ve been with someone and felt such an amazing sense of something being right. It was easy. We were so in tune with each other we hardly needed to ask any questions. It was as though we already knew everything about each other, but still we couldn’t get enough of each other. We laughed, we talked, we made love, we explored places neither of us had ever been, both physically and mentally, we admitted things we’d never admitted to anyone else. You know how it is, when you feel like that, you just don’t hold back. There’s no need to. If you’re meant for each other, which was how we felt, what’s the point in playing games, or pretending?’ She glanced at Laurie, pleased by her rapt expression. Then the corners of her mouth turned down. ‘There was only one dark spot in the dream,’ she continued, ‘because, of course, there always is, one obstacle that stood in our way, and made it all completely impossible … Actually, in his case there were four obstacles …’ She counted them off on her fingers. ‘A wife, a daughter, a mother and a religion.’

Elliot’s surprise showed. ‘Religion?’ he echoed.

‘He’s Jewish, and though it’s not a particularly big deal for him, it is for his mother.’

‘But Jews divorce,’ Chris said.

‘Not when they’re afraid it’ll kill their mother – and when their daughter means everything. To be honest, if he didn’t feel that way about his daughter, he wouldn’t be the man I thought he was. So we had our month together, and then … Well, he went back to New York to rejoin his family, and I came here, to England.’

‘But you still saw him, after you came here,’ Rhona reminded her.

‘Not very often. It was around then that he got his first break as a war correspondent, so I saw him a few times when he was passing through, en route to the Middle East, or Africa, or wherever.’

‘Are you ever in touch now?’ Rose asked.

‘No. After the first few times in London we agreed it couldn’t go on. His situation wasn’t going to change, and it was too painful for us both every time he left. I wasn’t getting over it, I just kept hoping and praying that something would work out, but I had to make myself stop, because the only way we could be together was if his mother were to die, or worse, his daughter, and I could hardly hope for that.’ She shrugged and threw out her hands. ‘So, that’s it. He’s an incredible man, an impossible act to follow, which is why I’m sitting here on my own tonight, because I’ve never found anyone who could match up. So how sad is that?’

‘You know, I’m sure I’ve met him,’ Elliot said.

Sherry’s heart turned over. Maybe she shouldn’t have got into this after all. ‘I’d say it was quite possible,’ she conceded.

‘Don’t you ever feel the urge to get in touch?’ Laurie asked.

‘No,’ she lied. ‘What’s the point? It can’t go anywhere.’

Laurie glanced at Elliot, as though in some way he might be able to fix it. Then her eyes closed as his mobile started to ring. Please don’t let it be Max, she was thinking, as he got up to answer. The evening had been going so well, she didn’t want anything to remind him of Phraxos again. But it was Max, and as he disappeared into his study to take the call, she could feel the tension that had built in her earlier starting to return.

‘I don’t know how much more of this I can take,’ she muttered to Sherry as they carried dishes through to the kitchen. ‘He’s obsessed with this damned Phraxos thing and to hell with everything else, including the fact that we’re supposed to be getting married.’

Sherry looked at her in surprise. ‘“Supposed,”’ she echoed. ‘You’re surely not having doubts, are you?’

Laurie sighed, heavily. ‘No. Of course not. I just wish he’d show a bit more interest, that’s all.’ She turned to Sherry and gave her a wry, affectionate smile. ‘Let’s have lunch this week, shall we?’

‘Sure. Give me a call when you can make it.’

‘I think that’s yours, Laurie,’ Rhona called out, as another mobile started to ring.

‘Can you see who it is?’

‘No number,’ Rhona told her, looking at the read-out, then clicked on to answer. ‘Hello, Laurie Forbes’s phone.’

‘OK, who wants coffee,’ Laurie shouted, rummaging around for the cafetière. ‘I’m really sorry he cut off your story about Nick so abruptly,’ she said to Sherry. ‘And I’m not much better, am I? Already going on about myself.’

‘It’s not a problem. The story’s not exactly new and I was finished, anyway. Where’s the coffee?’

‘Good question.’

Rhona came to the counter with the phone. ‘I think he said his name was Barry,’ she said, passing it over. ‘It’s not a great connection.’

Taking the phone Laurie turned aside and blocked one ear. She was already experiencing some concern as it was late for Barry to be calling. ‘Hello?’ she said. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ he replied, ‘I know you’ve got guests, but I thought you’d want to know … I’ve just had an extremely interesting call warning me to stay away from the doc and the workshop, if I know what’s good for me.’

‘Do you know who it was?’

‘I’d guess at one of Eddie Cribbs’s people, the bloke that owns the workshop.’

‘What did you say?’ ‘I told him we wanted to know where Daya was, so’s we could get her the treatment she needs. And I was told we wouldn’t ever see her again, no-one would.’

Laurie felt suddenly sick. ‘What does that mean?’ she said.

‘Probably what you think. Seems they’ve found out she talked. Don’t ask me how, but if this bloke’s to be believed, she ain’t going to be talking again.’

Laurie’s eyes were large as she saw Daya’s lovely face in her mind, those little hands, the birdlike body, the hidden, unthinkable injuries. Why hadn’t she taken her? Why hadn’t she just acted on her instinct and to hell with what came later? It could never be worse than this.

‘You still there?’ Barry said.

‘Yes.’

‘I better let you go now. We’ll talk in the morning.’

Laurie’s face was pale as she clicked off the line.

‘Laurie?’ Rose said, noticing. ‘Are you all right?’

Laurie’s eyes came up. ‘It’s Daya … They found out she talked. Barry thinks they’ve … got rid of her.’

‘Oh my God,’ Rose murmured.

Laurie dashed a hand to her head. ‘It’s my fault,’ she murmured. ‘I should have…’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Rose cut in, getting to her feet. ‘You were trying to help.’

Laurie looked at Elliot as he came out of his study. ‘What is it?’ he said, surprised by the silence.

‘It’s the Indian girl Laurie spoke to earlier,’ Rose told him.

His expression was blank. ‘What about her?’

Rose glanced at Laurie as she said, ‘We’re thinking the worst.’

His eyebrows went up. ‘Oh,’ he said flatly.

Suddenly Laurie lost it. ‘Oh!’ she seethed, flinging the phone against the wall. ‘Is that all you can say? The wretched girl’s probably dead. It could be my fault, and all you can say is, oh!’

‘What the hell do you want me to say?’ he shouted back. ‘I don’t know her. You don’t even know any details …’

‘How do you know? You haven’t even asked.

No! Don’t say any more. Just don’t say anything.

You’re not interested in anything I do, so I’ll deal with the fact that a poor, defenceless young girl has probably been dumped in the Thames, or buried in some concrete, thanks to me, while you …’

‘Laurie, we don’t know that for certain,’ Rose interrupted, attempting to calm things down.

‘Nor does he. But what the hell would he care anyway? It’s all about him these days. Him and that fucking project that’s going to get us all killed if he doesn’t damned well let it go.’

Elliot was striding towards her, and grabbing her he pulled her across the kitchen, into the utility room. ‘Stop it!’ he growled, holding her tight. ‘Just stop. The Phraxos affair is over. We’re not doing anything to break the agreement, so stop getting yourself worked up like this.’

Sobbing almost uncontrollably she covered her face with her hands and sat down on one of the boxes behind her. ‘I love you,’ she choked. ‘I love you so much, but I’m so afraid.’

‘There’s nothing to be afraid of,’ he told her sharply.

‘Isn’t there?’ She looked up at him. ‘Are you sure about that?’

It took several moments but finally his expression started to soften. ‘I’m sure,’ he said, and kneeling down in front of her he held her hands in his.

‘It’s going to be all right,’ he told her gently. ‘I promise. Everything will be all right.’

She wanted to believe him, with all her heart she wanted to believe him, but though the words rang true there was something in his tone, or maybe it was in her instincts, that was telling her that it – whatever it was – was going to be anything but all right.
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