
  
    [image: Snake Pit]
  


  
    
      Snake Pit

      The First Assassins Anonymous Novel

    

    
      
        AV Iain

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: DIB Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Gorgeous — delicious — smells rise up in Mark’s kitchen.

      Garlic.

      Onion.

      Olive oil . . . it all lingers on the air.

      And wafts up my nostrils.

      A saucepan bubbles away, boiling potatoes. The lid chatters, barely keeping the contents sealed within. The meaty, filling scent of cooking sausages seeps from the oven. I can hear the crispy crackles as their juices begin to flow.

      Sat on one of the kitchen chairs which Mark crafted with his own hands, I lean back and breathe in deeply. Before me, I have a glass of orange juice mixed with fizzy water . . . about as close as I’ll ever get to a Screwdriver.

      I take in Mark. A sensible, beige apron is tied on about his wide, muscular — tall — frame. His long, thick black hair hangs down the back of his neck. He has loosened it from the ponytail he usually has it put up in; while he’s putting in a shift in his workshop.

      The things the man can do with his hands . . .

      Standing beside him is his adopted son, Nathan.

      If I hadn’t known for a fact that Nathan was adopted then I never would’ve believed that Mark wasn’t his father. Nathan has the exact same raven-toned, sleek hair which seems to get longer and longer by the day as he ventures further into teendom. It’s something of a wonder to watch Mark and Nathan working together; to see how they silently ebb in and out of one another’s way, taking part in the various tasks which make up the dinner preparations. Their understanding is one which I know can only be developed through the father-son bond.

      For a few seconds, I find my mind reeling — getting away from me.

      I turn my thoughts to my own children.

      Living with my ex-husband, Arnold.

      Then I forget about it.

      What’s done is done.

      The past can never be repaired.

      Feeling as though I’m doing very little to help out with the dinner-making, I push my chair back and rise up; feeling distinctly wrongly dressed in my v-neck over a pair of raggedy blue jeans. I guess if I’m going to help out in any serious way I’ll need an apron too.

      “Is there anything you need doing?” I ask.

      Mark gives some sort of a muffled grunt. He looks at me over his shoulder, eyebrows raised. Then he glances to Nathan. It strikes me as a touch funny to think that the two of them are pooling metal resources so that they might find some useful work for me to do . . . God knows I’ve been lying about the house for long enough. Finally, it’s Mark who turns his attention to the kitchen bin. He shifts back to me then gives a wry grin. “Guess it’s looking a little full. Probably best to put it out now — looks like it’ll drop below freezing later.”

      Feeling a touch regretful that I volunteered to help at all, I venture over to the bin. Then I go through the rigmarole of pulling out the rubbish bag; of tying it into a knot. That done, I hoist the bag over my shoulder and tread steadily out of the kitchen.

      “If I’m not back in an hour send a search party.”

      Mark and Nathan laugh politely at my joke.
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      My warm breath forms icy clouds as it meets the chilly, November air. I squeeze the filled-to-bursting rubbish bag in my grip; hearing the plastic crackle. It’s heavier than I imagined, and I can’t help wondering if it’s because I’ve allowed myself to go somewhat soft . . . if I’ve neglected what were once — reasonably — hard muscles.

      I unlatch the front gate and step out into the night.

      The street is silent.

      Sky clear of clouds.

      Streetlamps illuminate the houses with their vaguely miraculous orange light.

      I have one of those dizzy thoughts about just how this street might’ve looked a hundred years ago. Would it all have been gas back then? Or would it have been plunged into darkness . . . just another anonymous field on the London periphery; not yet scalped by the never-ending — ever-expanding — urban sprawl.

      Right away, I can tell that Mark’s comment about the temperature pitting out at zero wasn’t too far off the mark. Almost immediately, I regret not having slipped a fleece on over my shoulders, or anything more substantial than a pair of sandals on my socked feet.

      I can’t wait to get back inside.

      To the warm house.

      If I play my cards right, Mark might see his way to lighting up the fireplace.

      He may even stretch to whipping up some hot chocolate by way of dessert . . . marshmallows would be a great, unexpected — and highly appreciated — bonus.

      A girl can dream.

      The only items which occupy the street are the wheelie bins standing out on the curbs. Their sombre silhouettes suggest they have some more ceremonial purpose than their coldly pragmatic one.

      The rubbish dropped in the bin, I take in the street for a final time.

      There’s something vaguely magical about Sunday evenings in the grips of winter. Everyone at home. Warm light spilling out from around drawn curtains. Cars parked in driveways. Utter silence out in the streets.

      A kind of witching hour.

      An unmistakably northern wind blows and I tremble all over as my skin erupts in pimples. I rub my hands together and decide I’d better return to the kitchen before that search party turns to reality. And it’s just as I turn that I get an uncomfortable feeling.

      That unmistakable sense that someone’s watching me.

      Usually, when I head out late in the evening — again to take out the rubbish — it turns out that some cat is observing me from where it perches on a nearby fence. Its ghostly, reflective eyes fixed upon me . . . watching my every move . . . daring me to make a mistake.

      A couple of times it’s even turned out to be my own cat, Lizzie.

      Standard procedure has me scooping her up under my arm and taking her back inside. I’ve never been one to trust cats going out at night. Not with the kinds of drivers we have around here . . .

      But tonight there’s no cat.

      It’s something far more dangerous.

      It’s AA.
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      “Miss me?” AA says with a smile, as he emerges from the hedge he was lurking behind. He wears a thick overcoat with the collar popped up to conceal his neck. He looks strangely pristine: his hair sheening with gel, his eyes with a wicked glint, and his mouth filled with pearly, recently whitened teeth.

      Although the obvious answer is, No, I say nothing by way of reply.

      To be honest, I’m in shock.

      It’s been a year since we ‘took care’ of Brian Mathewson.

      A year since we ducked out of the killing business . . . or, at least, it’s been a year since I ducked out of the killing business.

      Another freezing-cold breeze blows in from the north. I wrap my arms across my chest, unsuccessfully keeping out the chill, and trembling all over as a consequence.

      AA only smiles wider at my discomfort. “Not think to put a jacket on?”

      “I just came to put the rubbish out.”

      AA glances to the wheelie bin, as if he needs to see the evidence. When he turns his attention back to me, he seems somewhat more reserved — somewhat more pensive. “So you’re all signed up for the family life, huh?”

      I think about my life at present.

      About how I just hang around the house, not really doing anything.

      If Mark has one fault then it’s that he’s too kind; that he’s been too patient with me.

      He knows some truth about what I am — what I was — about what I do — what I did.

      Maybe he’s secretly afraid that if he hands out advice willy-nilly he might find himself on the wrong end of a firearm. Or maybe it’s because his employment, for want of a better word, is non-traditional also.

      Granted no one gets killed in his ‘non-traditional’ employment.

      I tried to find a job — I really did.

      I attended a few dozen interviews, but I was never able to answer the questions about the large gaps on my CV with any degree of confidence.

      I look back at AA, deciding that I don’t have the patience to deal with him right now considering that (a) I’m freezing my arse off and (b) that there’s a warm meal waiting for me back in the house. I’ve had more than my share of nastiness in my life.

      Now it’s time for nice things.

      Only nice things.

      So why am I so tongue-tied?

      Why can’t I whip up the courage to tell AA where to go?

      There’s only one conclusion to draw . . . I’m curious about what he has to say . . .

      “What is it?” I ask, finally.

      AA’s smile disappears for good and I know that this is the closest he’s going to get to being ‘serious’. “I was just wondering if you wanted in on something.” He shrugs. “If you wanted to do something with your days.”

      I resist the urge to pick up on that comment; to press him from details — to try and establish whether or not he might’ve been keeping an eye on me. If I know anything about AA at all, then I’m pretty certain I know the answer to that question.

      “A hit?” I ask.

      AA’s familiar smile returns. “No, it’s not a hit. The opposite, actually.” He pauses for a second, glances off along the street as if someone might be surveying us. There’s no one there. “I received a letter — ”

      “A ‘letter’ ?”

      “Are you going to let me finish or are you going to keep parroting every little thing I say?” He gives his shoulders a little wiggle. “If you’re going to draw this out then might I suggest you invite me inside for something hot to drink?”

      “No chance.”

      There’s no way I’m going to jeopardise my relationship with Mark. The two of them have met, but that doesn’t mean I want AA to become a ‘family friend’.

      When I shudder again, it’s at this thought rather than from the cold.

      “Look,” AA says, “if you’re interested — if you’re looking to make some cash — then meet me at Brent Cross tomorrow morning. Bright and early.”

      I do some swift mental acrobatics to work out the location of that particular Tube station. Having been a Londoner for a decent portion of my life, I get there quickly enough.

      I think long and hard about what I’m about to say, and then, surely without giving the matter the thought it truly deserves, I reply, “What’s bright and early?”

      “Nine.”

      “All right,” I say, then instantly regret it as AA begins to walk away.

      For all his failings, AA has never been one to mince words.

      To waste time unnecessarily.

      Nine o’clock tomorrow morning it will be, then.

      But not to kill.
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      The next day, I peer out through my bedroom window, into the back garden.

      Grey skies dominate.

      Beads of rain skitter down the glass.

      Everything about today says, Go back to bed.

      But I refuse.

      I’ve made my mind up.

      The alarm clock on Mark’s bedside table shows that it’s just gone seven in the morning, so I have time to jump in the shower then throw on a smartish outfit and a pair of sensible shoes. Since AA hasn’t given me any extra details on what he has in mind, I have no real idea how I’m supposed to doll myself up.

      So I decide to err on the side of caution.

      My tortoiseshell cat — Lizzie — brushes past my leg as I make my way down the staircase. When I get to one of the middle steps, I can’t help the thought which crosses my mind. The one which concerns the gun I have buried in the back garden. I know it’s a stupid thing to do — to keep illegal firearms about the house — but it’s something which I’ve decided is unavoidable.

      I can’t help myself.

      It reassures me to know it’s there.

      Of course, I quickly discard the idea of going digging about in the back garden for the gun. Aside from anything else, I don’t want Mark to become suspicious; to believe that I’ve reverted to my Bad Old Ways . . . particularly since I’m acting strangely already today; up and out of bed before ten.

      When I step into the kitchen, I expect to find it deserted — for Nathan to be getting in another five or ten minutes sleep before absolutely having to get up for school; and for Mark to be in his workshop. However, as I cross the threshold, I find myself staring at Mark’s back almost right away. He stands at the sink, running water through the espresso maker, apparently getting it ready for the first brew of the day.

      He turns, looks me over.

      I track the development of his expression as he begins with curiosity, moves swiftly onto confusion, before finally ending up stuck on politeness.

      That seems to be Mark’s default mode for most interactions.

      But especially awkward ones.

      “You’re up early,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I reply, agreeing with him, as I cross the kitchen then root through one of the cupboards.

      “If I’d known I would’ve rustled up your porridge earlier.”

      “Think I’ll cope,” I reply, digging out a box of cereal, and — with a shake — deciding that it’s still good for one or two portions.

      Only as I pour out the cereal, splash on some milk, and prod the first mouthfuls in, do I realise I’m being blunt; that I can’t simply smash the suburban bliss — for want of a better term — without some explanation.

      I swallow the cereal down then look Mark in the eye . . . those beautiful hazel eyes.

      “It’s a business opportunity,” I say. “I think it could be good for me.”

      “Oh,” Mark replies, his expression neutral for a second too long. “That sounds . . . promising.”

      Throughout the time I’ve been living with Mark, I’ve remained vigilant to all those little signs that he might be becoming tired of my slapdash, lazy ways. Surely he wants me out of the house more than I currently am.

      Not that he’d ever say so much out loud.

      He’s too nice for that.

      I finish my cereal without any probing follow-up questions.

      Once I’ve dumped the bowl in the sink, and when I’m readying to disappear up the stairs to go brush my teeth, he calls me back. I linger in the kitchen doorway, eyes fixed on him, and his — understandably — confused expression.

      “This isn’t . . . you know?” he says, as if this makes all the sense in the world.

      And, strangely, it actually does.

      He’s talking about killing.

      He’s talking about AA.

      I drop my voice in case Nathan might be listening in upstairs. “As far as I know it’s all above board.” I pause, think about what to say next, then add, “If it looks bad, I’ll just say no . . . you know that I can put my foot down when I want to.”

      With that done, I tread back towards him, give him a kiss on the cheek, and then disappear upstairs to brush my teeth.

      The problem is that when I tell Mark I know when to ‘put my foot down’ I don’t even believe it myself.
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      I reach Brent Cross station at about half eight in the morning — a full half an hour early. I give silent thanks to Mark for handing me the umbrella on my way out the door.

      For some reason, I’ve never been good at those practical things.

      He’s good for me in that way.

      And, while getting myself onto that particular mind track, I wonder in just what way I’ve been good to Mark . . . there must be something otherwise he would’ve tossed me out the door long ago, if only for his son’s benefit.

      The rain skitters down on the umbrella, and I watch with — I’m sure — a slightly hypnotised expression, as fat droplets tumble off the rim. Although the skies are as oppressively grey as they were when I woke up — and the chill seems to blow in more fiercely — I can’t help but feel positive.

      Positive about the future.

      Although I wouldn’t go so far as to admit it out loud, it’s clear enough that I’ve been at a loose end for the longest time now. With no clear direction for my life, I’ve become lost.

      Reduced to becoming a stay-at-home slob.

      Numbing my mind with daytime television.

      Senseless internet-browsing.

      Far too many cups of black coffee.

      Now, this could prove to be a dead end; it might turn out to be one of these high-profile, morally questionable ‘jobs’ which I’ve sworn never to become involved in again. And if that turns out to be the case then I’ll simply walk away.

      Yeah, just walk away . . . as easy as that.

      When I reach the end of the platform, and the station exit, my mind switches to where I’m headed next. And I can’t help but feel somewhat excited by the prospect.

      It seems almost like old times.

      Almost like I’m back to how things were.

      Keeping myself dry with the umbrella, I slip my mobile out of my jacket pocket.

      AA sent me the address.

      And I consult the screen.

      After about five minutes’ walk, I arrive outside a dilapidated-looking block of flats.

      I eye up the façade, wondering if there’s anything particular about it . . . but — if there is — I can’t see what it is; it looks just like one of any of the Victorian-era terrace houses along the road. The instructions tell me to hit the buzzer for the third-floor flat, so that’s what I do. A voice comes over the intercom and I realise right away that it’s familiar.

      It’s Amy.

      Amy Douglas.

      My heart hangs in my throat.

      I think what it means . . . and then think about what AA said the previous day; when he referred to a ‘we’ . . . I suppose this was who he was referring to.

      I wonder what other surprises are in store.

      I head up the spiral stairs, listening to them creak all the way.

      It takes me off guard to feel a drop of water against my cheek.

      Cold.

      Slightly salty.

      When I look up, I see there’s a hole in one of the tiny windows in the stairwell. One of those tiny breaks I’ve always wondered about. Was someone carrying furniture up or down the stairs carelessly? Or was some directionless teenager looking for diversion?

      Any diversion.

      When I reach the third floor, I’m confronted with the entrance.

      I hesitate.

      It feels as if this should be some sort of an emblematic moment. One of those times when, in films, they might say, There’s no turning back now.

      I think about turning back, and then tell myself that I need to stop being ridiculous.

      That my life isn’t a film.

      I can quit — get out of this — any time I like.

      I rap my knuckles evenly, steadily, against the thick door.

      When the door opens, I find myself staring at three faces from my past.

      And three faces of my future.
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      To say the room is Spartanly furnished would probably be to give it a little too much credit. To give someone the credit of actually having sat down and thought through how they might arrange the furniture. Putting it straightforwardly, the flat resembles a charity shop . . . nothing matches with anything else. The wallpaper — to start — is a patterned, snot-green shade, while the Persian rug thrown across the bare floorboards looks like any of a million others.

      The air smells distinctly of dust.

      And damp.

      There are three armchairs — all of them completely different shapes, sizes, colours, and textures — and the sofa seems so enormous that it dominates an entire wall of the room. A large series of windows looks down on the street below.

      I suppose it would be a good vantage point if there was anything at all to look at.

      And then there are the faces.

      The ones occupying the cobbled-together assortment of furniture.

      First I take in Amy — sitting on one of the armchairs. The one who answered the intercom when I called up from downstairs. She has blond hair, and one of those ageless faces. I’ve always pinned her as being about ten years younger than me; so in her mid-twenties. Please don’t do the maths. She could probably have made a good go of being an actress; her eyes, in particular being a magnetic, searing blue.

      Because I’m tactless when it comes to social graces, my eyes slip down to her hands, and to the finger she shot off while working a job with me.

      It’s almost impossible to make out a scar, but if I squint in just such a way I’m pretty sure I can make out the line of the stitches. Brian made sure she got the very best in plastic surgery.

      Next, I shift over to the woman I recognise as Tabby, sat in another of the armchairs:

      Stewardess . . . flight attendant . . . whatever the PC term is these days.

      She ran a variety of international errands for Brian — mostly involving blood and bullets; though not necessarily in that order. Shall we just say we met in ‘dramatic circumstances’ and leave it there?

      She has flowing red hair, and a porcelain complexion. But beneath beats a heart of steel, or whatever other strong metal you care to mention.

      Finally, I turn my attention onto the last person present:

      AA.

      He looks awfully smug, but I should probably have expected as much. “You’re looking sensibly dressed, Anna,” he says, from his place on the sofa.

      I pick up on the snide, sarcastic tone to his voice. And I look over the others; noting how they all seem to be a great deal more casual than I’ve turned out.

      Amy wears a simple white v-neck over tatty blue jeans. She has on a pair of well-battered, once-white — now-grey — trainers. Tabby is slightly smarter, but not by much. She wears a scarlet turtle neck which, coupled with her flame-red hair, turns her into a fireball . . . either too much or just enough depending on your opinion. The black jeans she wears look like they’ve been recently bought or that Tabby has taken ridiculous pains to keep them in good condition; ironing and lint-harvesting and who knows what other material-conservation methods which have escaped my interest throughout the years.

      Now that I look AA over, I realise he’s wearing a tracksuit.

      Jet-black . . . which, like Tabby’s choice of costume, matches his hair.

      AA looks as if he was on his way to the gym before this impromptu meeting.

      I have to admit he has a point when he observes that I’ve come ‘sensibly dressed’ . . . but, then again, they all have the admirable advantage of knowing what this meeting is about. I just had to guess. I put the insinuated insult out of mind and switch my attention onto the two girls. “How’ve you been?”

      Tabby gives a nondescript pout, while Amy — quite without warning — rises up from the armchair, rushes me, and throws her arms about my waist, hugging me as if she was nine or ten. “It’s great to see you, Anna,” she says, her face half buried in my jacket.

      Her voice is one-hundred-per-cent sincere; something which seems to be somewhat at a premium these days. For a moment, I feel almost sentimental, and then I reply, in a practised, cool tone I reserve for such occasions, “Good to see you, too.”

      I second guess myself as to whether or not I really mean that.

      Didn’t I fool myself into thinking that I came here out of simple curiosity?

      That I just wanted to see what I was in for?

      I think again about that turning-point . . . about there being NO TURNING BACK.

      “Why don’t you take a seat, Anna?” AA says, an enthusiastic hop to his voice which makes him sound almost like he’s leading a group therapy session.

      ‘Group therapy’, or not, I do what he says. I peel Amy away from me and choose the only free armchair; one which is threadbare and which was originally either red or brown — depending on your guess — but which is now a washed-out orange.

      When I actually sit, I’m surprised at how comfortable it is.

      All those years seemed to have softened the springs.

      I glance about again, as if half-hypnotised by my surroundings. “This is a nice place,” I say, with heavy sarcasm.

      “Thanks,” AA replies, with an exceptionally dirty smile. “I keep this place for discreet entertainment purposes.” He puffs on his fingernails and then polishes them on his tracksuit front. “A good investment all told.”

      I know ‘discreet entertainment purposes’ really means man-on-man hardcore action; that this, for want of a better word, is his Sex Flat. The place he brings his lays when he doesn’t want to reveal where he really lives.

      A strange seriousness descends over me. I cross my legs and sort of stare back into mid-air. “What’s this about?”

      AA casts a glance over Amy and Tabby.

      I have to say that I don’t much like the conspiratorial tone . . .

      AA’s expression turns a touch sombre, and he reaches inside his tracksuit jacket. From some inner pocket, he withdraws an envelope. It’s standard, letter-sized; 10cm by 20cm. Of course, the envelope has already been opened, the slit mercilessly torn. From within, he slips out a folded piece of paper. He unfolds it. Through the page, I can see that tidy, black-inked handwriting scrawls across the paper. He eyes us over the page as if this is some sort of poetry reading and he wishes to take the temperature of the room before launching into his performance.

      “To Whom it May Concern,” AA begins, quoting the letter in a hideously nasal, unmistakeably posh tone of voice.

      I shift a glance off to Tabby and Amy, and, in spite of myself, can’t help from sharing a silent chuckle with them. In a weird way, I’ve missed AA and his personal brand of humour . . . perhaps most of all when it’s not directed at me . . .

      AA goes on reading, “You do not know me, and to let you know just how I got hold of your details would be to betray my own identity. Needless to say, I wish to remain anonymous. This is one reason why I have chosen to communicate with you via ‘snail mail’ — AA wiggles his fingers to make quotation marks — “so that I might lower the chances of our dialogue being intercepted . . .”

      “This all sounds very mysterious,” Amy butts in. “When do they get to the point?”

      I ask, “Neither you and Tabby know about this letter, either, then?”

      Amy widens her eyes, tilts her head to one side. “All he told us is that there’s money to be made.” She exchanges a sidelong glance with Tabby. “He sold it to us like good, old business acquaintances . . . something compatible with our ‘mutual skillsets’.”

      AA gives a sigh of contempt. “If you’d allow me to continue then perhaps you will see what this is all about . . .”

      An elongated pause fills the decrepit little flat.

      Outside the window, someone honks their horn.

      Another person shouts across the street.

      All three of us girls turn our attention back onto AA.

      He gives another one of his prima donna puffs of outrage then continues. “The funeral was six months ago. You will have read about it in the news. The inquest was finally closed just last week.”

      “Whose funeral?” Tabby puts in. “Whose inquest?”

      This time, AA holds up a sturdy index finger like a conductor silencing an unruly member of his orchestra . . . or perhaps a worn-down pre-school teacher making a silent threat of ‘No Playtime’.

      “I did not know where to turn for help. I feel as if the State has failed me. As if the system has failed her. There was something about ‘going through the motions’ with the whole inquest procedure. It seemed as if there was never any doubt about his innocence. As if he could not be allowed to fall. I did not know who to turn to; who might be able to handle this with discretion. And, if it so came to it, be ready to hand out the justice which is so surely deserved.”

      “So, what,” I say, unable to stop myself. “We’re vigilantes now?”

      AA doesn’t so much as glance up from the letter this time.

      He goes on.

      “I am, of course, willing to pay all expenses — all such payments — that might arise. Money should be no object in the pursuit of justice, or at least that was what I once believed in my more naïve childhood.

      “If you are indeed interested in taking on such a line of enquiry then please respond in writing to the PO Box address at the bottom of this letter at your earliest convenience.

      “I would be most grateful for any assistance you might be able to provide.”

      AA breaks from character. “It’s signed ‘One Concerned’.” He glances up. “What’d you think?”
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      My heart goes pitter-patter in my throat as I try to get my head around just what all this implies. Just what all this means. AA passes the letter around, apparently so that we might be able to peruse the details for ourselves. Apparently also with the ulterior motive that one of us might be able to draw some extra meaning from the tidy handwriting.

      One question — and one question only — plagues my mind. I look up at AA, see his beaming smile, and feel almost as if I’m about to crap on his party. “Why’d you bring us in on this? I mean, whoever sent this letter, they sent it to you.”

      AA clicks his fingers at Tabby — the one currently in possession of the letter — and, after a chiding scowl, she hands it over. AA theatrically clears his throat, and then scans the page. “ ‘To Whom it May Concern’,” he reads, then pauses as if to continue, before finally laying the letter in his lap. “Can’t say it’s explicitly addressed to ‘Adam Alderknot’ . . .”

      “The envelope?”

      AA picks up the envelope — discarded at his feet — and turns it over so I can read it.

      The front is entirely blank.

      No address.

      Not even a name or an instruction.

      I pout. “But it arrived on your doorstep.”

      “Ah,” AA continues, smiling now, “that’s just the thing. I was at the gym one day and I just happened to find it in the outer pocket of my kit bag.” As if it’s required, he nods over at the kit bag which he’s left dumped — in all definition of the word — against the wall.

      “Well, then, they left it in your kit bag.”

      AA rolls his eyes, then shifts a knowing glance over Amy and Tabby.

      It’s something of a consolation that their expressions remain as blank as mine; giving me a much-needed sense of companionship in the feeling of bafflement I’m experiencing.

      AA, though, is apparently unaffected. “The gym I go to isn’t your standard needles-at-dawn affair.”

      I think about all those news stories I’ve read — along with mindless gossip — about how most gyms make a lucrative trade in performance-enhancing and sensory-enhancing drugs . . . I can’t help but feel the snobbery oozing off AA’s voice.

      But I allow him to continue.

      “It’s a place where Brian himself wouldn’t have felt ashamed to frequent.” He pauses, allowing this particular observation to sink in. If there’s any way of short-circuiting our group it’s invoking Brian’s name.

      “Not Yawley’s, was it?” I put in, thinking about how I once had a chance to visit Brian’s health club of choice . . . it was certainly a memorable experience . . .

      AA shakes his head then rolls his eyes for a second time. “No, Anna, I’ve a bit more style than somewhere as base as Yawley’s . . .”

      I look to Amy and Tabby, glad they are just as beleaguered as me. It’s good to know there’s people in the vicinity who’re just as clueless about London’s assorted high-class gyms as I am.

      “Which gym, then?” I ask.

      AA furrows his brow. “Does it matter? All you need to know is that it’s the type of place where people of Brian’s ilk are likely to frequent; those who go about in his circles.”

      “So,” Amy says, “what you’re saying is that you believe this letter to be legitimate? That it’s someone who knows of you, and what you do” — she catches herself — “did, and for that reason we should take the offer seriously.”

      AA is about halfway through a nod before he catches himself, frowns slightly, then says, “Mm, kind of . . . what I really wanted to hammer home here, children, is that whoever slipped this note to me addressed the letter as ‘To Whom it May Concern’ . . . which seems to suggest that they didn’t want to get in touch with me exactly, but those who are like me . . . those who might be able to look into this, uh . . . interesting-sounding case.”

      There was silence for a beat.

      Then I said, “But AA, we know nothing about this case . . . and, I mean, I thought we’d all given this up . . . I thought we’d all given the killing up.”

      I look about the others, half expecting one of them to speak up, to go on in some sort of a Catholic-to-confession style about how they have sinned . . . and about how they are truly sorry for what they have done. Neither Amy or Tabby say anything, though, and I take their silence as confirmation of their adherence to a stricter moral code.

      One which doesn’t allow them to kill at the drop of a hat.

      At the ding! of a cash register.

      AA pouts. “Where does the letter say anything about killing?”

      I sigh. “That bit about ‘justice’ ? . . . Oh, and the fact that they got this message to — how you put it — ‘people like you’ ?”

      AA appears stumped for several moments.

      But he soon widens his lips to reveal row-upon-row of pearly whites.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, eh?” he says.

      I measure the feeling of the room.

      It’s sub-zero.

      AA gives his lips a lick, then casts another glance over us. “I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? We write them, they send us our expenses, we do our very best with the case but ultimately get nowhere . . . everybody’s happy.”

      “Everyone except the client,” Tabby puts in.

      “And whoever got killed,” Amy adds.

      I take a deep breath — right down to the pits of my lungs — and then say, “Someone will be left with blood on their hands.”

      When they all turn to look at me, I can’t help feeling that it is already too late.

      And that, what’s more, the fear I’ve only just finished voicing is in extreme danger of coming true . . .
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      I show up outside the cinema, as I always do, half an hour early.

      I’ve brought a book with me, deliberately leaving my mobile phone at home.

      It’s one of the Rules . . . one of the self-imposed ground rules I’ve set for these meetings. I guess that everyone can do with being radio silent for a while. Especially when one of your friends happens to be AA.

      Within the shopping centre, I take a seat on one of the bar stools outside a faux Italian café. It’s some place called — no joke — Luigi’s.

      Among the gentle burble of conversation between casual shoppers — the out-of-time plodding footsteps — I sup my cappuccino and think about my filthy caffeine habit.

      Then I try not to think about it.

      One good thing I’ve found about having a non-specific amount of Time Away is that it’s given me the chance to do things which I’ve always said I would do but — in reality — with the daily hustle-and-bustle, never get around to. And one of those is reading through a collection of classical literature; a library which was gifted to me by some long-forgotten great auntie, or second cousin, back when I was a baby. Back before I was old enough to read.

      This week’s tome — and, for shame, it really does take me a week to slog through a decent-sized book despite having an infinite amount of time — is Madame Bovary. I’m about halfway through and, I have to admit, there’re certainly some life lessons that I’d do well to absorb. And some other elements which strike way too close to the bone.

      “Hi Mum.”

      I glance up from my book, instinctively pressing my finger down on my current line so that I don’t lose my place.

      It’s my daughter, Josie.

      She has my mousy-brown hair; and her father’s black eyes.

      Today, she has her hair neatly tied back in a ponytail.

      She wears a hooded sweatshirt with a unicorn. Lots of glitter . . . rainbows blasting out of the pristine paradise behind said unicorn. Josie is at the age — twelve — where I can’t quite tell if her dress sense is ironic or sincere. Every time I see her, I resist the urge to tell her how much she’s grown. What keeps me from doing so is the implied self-criticism.

      That I see so little of her — and her brother — that I have the chance to be surprised by large changes in appearance.

      I fold over my current page, and then slip the book away in my bag.

      I slug back the last of my cappuccino, then ease myself down off the bar stool.

      The spotty adolescent behind the counter wishes me a good day and I wonder if his politeness is authentic, or if he’s still coming to terms with his first job.

      Most likely he hasn’t yet had a chance to be worn down by the world.

      All the same, I appreciate the sentiment; smile and nod by means of reply.

      “Where’s Ben?” I ask Josie, as we pad away from the café.

      Humming to herself, already having apparently submitted to a world all of her own, Josie blinks back her daze and looks me in the eye. “Hmm? Oh, he wanted to go to the arcade with Josh.”

      “ ‘Josh’ ?” I repeat. “Who’s Josh?”

      Despite myself, I can’t help but feel a sort of playground envy that Ben’s attentions are being directed onto some unknown quantity — this Josh — rather than onto his own Dear Mother. But, then again, I suppose that’s teenagers for you . . . I suppose I would’ve had to have been crazy not to expect some sort of insolence from a fifteen-year-old.

      And especially one who has more legitimate reasons than most to hate his mother . . .

      Josie just gives me a nonchalant shrug by way of reply, as if the only thing she has in common with her brother is their geographical proximity.

      “Well,” I say, finally, “do you want to go fetch him?” I glance up at the film times above. “We’ve only got about five minutes before it starts.”

      “But it never starts on time. I mean, there’s always the adverts which come on first. We’ve still got half an hour, twenty minutes at least.”

      I suppress the urge to respond in some way.

      That’s another thing that I’ve gradually had to grow
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