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Dr Schever’s
office had wall to wall windows looking out over the road and the
roof of the shorter office block opposite. Heather stood staring
out, aware that her body language was stiff and would probably be
construed as defensive despite the high rise heels and tight
fitting grey business suit she wore. She had left her hair down, so
the doctor wouldn’t be able to see her expression. Unless she could
make out the reflection on the glare-filtered glass, which showed a
pale, closed face partly hidden behind heavy rimmed glasses.

Behind her the
treatment room was expansive, tasteful and neutrally decorated. The
only door led back to the reception area. Dr Schever ran a solitary
practise, employing only a secretary and a cleaning service. The
other businesses along the floor were all similar set-ups, though
most were lawyers and the rest accountants.

It was an
unprepossessing neighbourhood. Respectable local shops lined
arcades on the ground floors of most of the blocks, and above them
the buildings were sub-let to professionals and on-line service
companies. The street was bordered with angled parking bays and the
cars driving by were a couple of years old and dusty from driving
into town from the desert. Hardly anyone walked and she hadn’t seen
a single bus, though there was a stop only a few yards to her
left.

Four storeys
below her a delivery truck pulled up with a dark coloured,
unbranded shipping container on its back. Two navy uniformed
drivers got out, passed up the steps and into the building
opposite, where they must have received whatever permissions they
needed because they emerged shortly afterwards and pulled the truck
around to the metal gates which were being opened for them.

Their hour was
almost up, and after the opening pleasantries Heather had spent
most of it here, facing outward. Dr Schever sat silently on a fawn
armchair and watched. She didn’t interrupt, and didn’t push, but
she was always paying attention and the pressure of her unspoken
questions was preying on Heather’s mind.

Two business
men emerged from the Italian restaurant directly beneath her and
shook hands on the pavement. Both were smiling as they turned away
and settled into separate, but equally gleaming, company cars. A
successful lunch, by all appearances.

The clock
struck two quietly, set to not disrupt if the session was at a
critical point. Louder was the rustle as Dr Schever closed her
notebook and returned to her desk. “We have another session booked
tomorrow, I believe.”

“We do.”
Heather agreed. She had made a block booking every workday for a
fortnight. She had not been asked for a reason, and so far she
hadn’t given one. She had considered several neuroses that might
do, but all had the disadvantage that she would have to pretend to
have them. If it came to it, she might have to defect to the
accountants next door and deal with all the distractions that
entailed. Dr Schever was at least left her alone.

“Good. In that
case, have a good day, Heather, and sleep well.”

“Thank you,
Matilde.” What had she been called when she was younger? Surely no
child was called something as formal at Matilde. Matty, or Tilly,
perhaps. Heather frowned at her irrelevant curiosity.

The reception
area was as calm and bland as the treatment room, staffed by a
middle-aged secretary pretending to type up notes as Heather walked
through. The next patient hadn’t arrived, and doubtless she would
have returned to her gossip column before Heather reached the
elevator.

She rode down
alone, idly reading through the huge list of companies using each
floor, and left on the ground floor. There were no small offices
here, only a staff entrance to the various shops and a rundown
lobby. She pushed out of the rotating doors and paused, waiting for
her glasses to darken in the bright sunshine. She was on the road
perpendicular to the agency building, so she could afford to stand
in the open. They would only spot her if they knew where to look,
and were hacking the public order CCTV, and if that was the case
she could not outrun their attention anyway.

It might be
impossible to escape attention, but she had to try so she had
parked even further down the road where there was no CCTV to catch
her license plate. It meant she had to walk. She would stand out,
because most shoppers parked as close to their destination as they
could and walked no further than ten yards in the heat. She would
be hard to follow though, for exactly the same reason. She didn’t
see anyone attempt it.

Her car was
older than most driving past, and smaller. She could afford better,
but driving was a chore she didn’t enjoy so she saved her money for
better things. She had no family and she didn’t road trip so she
had no need for an impressive vehicle. She settled into the
familiar seat, worn to her shape, and closed the door on the rest
of the world.

She did not
remember driving home. She knew she had done it, and was sure she
had done it safely. She had vague recollections of being stopped at
this light, or another, but as she left the car her mind dismissed
it all as unimportant and refused to save it.

She wished it
would refuse to save the smell that hit her when she entered the
house. Last night’s takeaway still lingering greasily in the
corners. She opened all the windows and hoped that would clear
it.

The living room
had once been “neutral” but was now merely beige. There were cream
painted stairs lining one wall and an arch to the kitchen at the
back. All of the furniture looked too big, when in fact it was the
room that was small. The sofa sagged and the TV was an immense old
model filling a whole corner. DVDs lined a cheap flat-pack
bookcase, some with the cellophane wrappers still on.

Wilson came to
say hello as she hung her jacket on the peg at the bottom of the
stairs and kicked her shoes off, winding round her legs in a tight
figure of eight. The business suit could stay for now. It wasn’t
that uncomfortable once the heels were gone.

“Coffee?” she
asked Wilson. He purred, which she interpreted as “no, thanks, I’m
decaf”, but followed closely as she went to the kitchen to put the
percolator on. It seemed to take forever to drip precious darkness
into the waiting jug, and she amused herself watching her laundry
waving in the breeze, strung out across the backyard. It would be
dry now, of course, but the gravel would be uncomfortable on her
bare feet and she didn’t go out to collect it.

Finally she had
her favourite mug in her hand and she retreated to the living room.
Reflexively she checked that no one was peering through the blinds,
although she didn’t live in a nosy neighbourhood, and opened the
cupboard under the stairs. The small space housed her vacuum
cleaner and a mop and bucket, normal enough to withstand scrutiny
unless you drew aside the old coats hanging along the wall and
stepped through the secret door, through the hexes and wards, back
into the kitchen.

The workroom
was essentially the same room. The same rectangular space, with its
ceiling barely taller than the patio doors and a wide window
filling the rest of the rear wall. She could still see her washing
outside and the neighbour’s bad mannered tabby cat pacing down her
fence watching for mice in the sparse grass. Even the arch to the
living room still appeared, though it was blocked up on this side.
The window and patio doors wouldn’t open either and consequently it
was very warm and musty with the smell of old coats. She had spent
more money decorating here, but since she’d had to do the work
herself it hadn’t always paid off. The walls were painted soft
green and the furniture was free standing and real wood. The velvet
curtains hung from a wrought iron pole (slightly off level and
glued on at one end where the wall had proved tougher than the
screws). Proper stone flags replaced the linoleum, but a couple
were cracked and most were uneven. There was no electricity,
plumbing or central heating and the benches were scattered with
unlit church candles.

Wilson
immediately prowled over to the large half barrel by the patio
doors where she kept “natural” water. She had constructed steps out
of old bricks so he could sit comfortably while he pestered the
goldfish. He was a well-trained and well-fed familiar and she was
confident he wouldn’t actually harm them. There was a pair of frogs
hiding somewhere in the small reed patch as well, but she had
bought them from a true magical supplier and if Wilson could catch
them they deserved what they got.

The cat’s
reflection came back from the silver soup pan sitting on top of its
charcoal burner. He looked diabolical stretched around the curve,
and Heather reminded herself not to check her own reflection. The
pan was empty, but it was too big for the rack where the rest of
the pans were stacked so she kept it always on the dead stove. It
made the room look busy even when she wasn’t.

She had not
come to work, she just felt more relaxed in the hidden and warded
protection of the workroom. The only really comfortable chair in
the house was tucked in the corner under the window and she curled
up into it with her coffee. It faced the table where she kept her
investigation notes and she stared at the corkboard, with its
photos and papers tacked on with brightly coloured pins, without
really seeing it.

There was so
much she didn’t know. Even the name of the agency was uncertain,
every facility she had uncovered used a different shell company and
she did not have the skills to determine the ultimate controlling
party. She didn’t know how many of them there were, where they
were, or what they really wanted. Was it worth the charade of
investigating when her time revealed so little?

She took
another sip of coffee and discovered it was cold. A glance down
revealed milky scum floating in circles, a sure sign the mug had
been cold for an hour or more. Wilson was dozing peacefully in a
patch of late afternoon sunlight. The small battery operated clock
on the desk, sitting incongruously next to a nest of candles and a
tall flask of cyan liquid, showed that it was 16:12.

Reluctantly she
stirred herself out of the tub chair and grabbed her notepad to
record the delivery truck. Her mind’s images were only
superficially similar to photos – a camera took in everything
equally, but an eye focussed on details and the rest was unfocussed
and vague. She had a clear memory of the license plate, the build
and uniform of the drivers and the size of the container, but she
had not been paying much attention to the surrounding street. The
trio of images joined the results of previous surveillance, tacked
to the chipboard with a neon green pin. There was no telling if it
might be useful later.

There were
chores to do. She opened a tin of jellied meat for Wilson and a
packet of Maltesers for her. She brought the laundry in, ironed and
folded it. She hoovered the carpet, not that this ever made it look
any cleaner. Afterwards she changed out of the grey business suit,
which was wrinkled by now, and into sweat pants and a t-shirt.
Then, flurry of activity over, she settled on the sofa.

An hour or so
later her phone rang, startling her. The display said Cathy and she
took a deep breath and arranged her face into a smile before
picking up. “Hi Heathcliff, can I come over tonight?”

“I don’t have
anything in the house.” Heather prevaricated. She wasn’t sure she
could cope with company after such a busy day.

“Not a
problem.” The doorbell rang. “You can hang up on me now.” Cathy had
brought Chinese and the smell turned Heather’s stomach as soon as
she opened the door. Her girlfriend, however, gave her a peck on
the cheek and marched through to the kitchen to search for plates
and cutlery. Her dark skin and hair, and her bright red work shirt,
looked incongruous in the faded space. “You’re not claiming not to
be hungry, are you?”

“I ate,”
Heather insisted sullenly. She added up the day’s total sustenance
– two pop tarts at breakfast, a banana for elevenses, half a litre
of full-sugar Pepsi at lunch, Maltesers for tea, and four coffees.
Cathy was being obsessive over nothing, she was fine.

“You did say
you had nothing in.” Cathy pulled a bottle of white wine from the
plastic bag and put it in the fridge. Soon the small kitchen table
was filled with warm cartons and she was gesturing hurriedly for
Heather to sit down. “So, tell me how it’s going.”

“How what is
going?”

“Heath! The
shrink, obviously. Is
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