
  
    [image: Kill Switch]
  


  
    
      Kill Switch

      The Third Anna Harris Novel

    

    
      
        A V Iain

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: DIB Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      THE GENTLE HUM of computer cooling fans sounds all around me.

      Monitors—left on overnight—cast a slick, bluish glow over the office.

      Flickering, twisting shadows.

      The air isn’t exactly warm, but it’s warm enough to bring the sweat oozing out of my pores. To allow the fresh, peachy scent of my deodorant to work its magic. I comb my fingers through my hair; pulled-back into a smart, sensible ponytail. Shove a few loose strands back into place, beneath the tie.

      Next, I reach up and pull back the elasticated neck of my black, skin-tight Lycra top with my index finger. Get in a couple of deep breaths.

      Then I continue.

      I keep myself low, crouched down and away from the windows of the building. Prowling about in the darkness like a cat. Although it’s the early hours of a London morning, and the sun won’t be up any time soon, I can’t be too careful. There might be someone in one of the buildings across the street working at this time. These City people have notoriously bizarre timetables: doing business with Hong Kong, or Sydney; God knows where else.

      When I get to the end of the current office space—filled with flimsy-walled cubicles, each of them with a dozen or so workstations nestled inside—I glance back over my shoulder, sure that I’m being followed.

      But, most likely, it’s just paranoia.

      And paranoia—on occasion—can get you killed.

      I reach down to my waist, to my belt there, and I feel for the handgun I have holstered.

      .45 calibre.

      Silencer already fitted.

      Given to me by my employer, earlier today.

      I named it, imaginatively, Punisher.

      Punisher is all ready for killing.

      My employer, Brian Mathewson: publicist and owner, director, gravy-maker—and any other role you might care to name—of Mathewson Media; gave me the information on this hit only a few hours ago. In a brown, A4-sized envelope. I recall looking over the office plan, memorising it, looking to the red ring, scrawled out in felt pen, the place where the target will be waiting.

      The person I’ve been sent to kill.

      As I feel the white-washed wall behind me, beneath the touch of my leather gloves, I can still taste the tomato sauce off the pasta I wolfed down about an hour ago. I’ve learned, being a cold-blooded assassin, that skipping meals is a false economy. It leads to shaking. To getting sloppy.

      In short, nothing good.

      The air here smells strongly of paper and glue, and I can’t help but cast my mind back to my school days, to those odours which I associate with overheated classrooms in summer. Now, though, they’re reset in this context.

      In this killing context.

      My plimsolls make hardly a sound as I tread over the threadbare office carpet in the hallway, the pinewood door in my sight. I can see that this company keeps a tight clutch on its expenses. A sensibly run business.

      And one which—come tomorrow—shall find one of its employees dead.

      As I approach the door, I unbutton the holster for my handgun.

      Slip my gun out.

      Feel its bulky weight.

      Balance it on instinct.

      I reach out for the doorknob, telling myself to make this quick, to simply act on instinct, as any predator would do. There’re no doubts any more. Not at this stage.

      My head is all sorted out.

      . . . Or that’s the theory.

      I can almost hear each individual muscle in my hand twitching as I turn the doorknob. The weight of my gun becomes almost impossibly heavy. I hold it up in my grip, point it to the door, ready to fire.

      And that’s when I feel cold, hard steel up against my neck.

      The voice which tells me to, Freeze, or else!
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      I HOLD UP MY HANDS.

      Surrender my gun.

      Not much else I can do.

      As I stand there, very much exposed, I note my adversary’s posture, physical makeup. I can’t help noticing that they’re short—compact. When I catch sight of the flesh beyond the squeezed-on leather gloves, I see that it’s a skinny wrist.

      Snow-white skin.

      Well-moisturised skin.

      Another woman?

      As that thought passes across my mind space, I hear the voice.

      “Turn around, Anna.”

      I do as I’m told and, since I’m not asked to look away, I don’t.

      I look up, over the gun being pointed at me.

      Stare right back into the face.

      Into her face.

      Blond hair.

      Held tightly in a bun.

      Muscular frame.

      Quite small . . . at the very least a few centimetres off my height.

      Her eyes are a sapphire-blue, and a strong scent of strawberries blasts through the air.

      In her mid-to-late twenties, maybe younger.

      Younger than me at least.

      She feeds me a smile, wiggling her nose as she does so.

      For several seconds, a kind of déjà vu passes through me.

      Then realisation hits.

      I know this woman . . . this girl . . .

      “Amy?” I just about manage to get out.

      “Been a while, hasn’t it, Anna?”

      “But,” I add, my eyes searching her face, the gun that she holds up to my chest, “You’re police.”

      That’s an understatement, Amy—or Amy Douglas as I know her from before—is the daughter of Charlie Branwick, or, as he’s professionally known: Chief Constable Branwick.

      The last time I saw Amy she was dressed in a uniform—a police uniform—albeit disappearing in my rear-view mirror, treading her way up a garden path of a house to go kill the owner who, consequently, had recently murdered his wife.

      A client of Brian’s, he had been all set to get away with it.

      To say that Amy has a strong moral compass is putting it lightly.

      Amy gives a shrug, tilts her head to one side and squints as if she’s having trouble focussing on me. “Not anymore.”

      I stare down at the gun in her hand, notice that it’s the same as my own: another forty-five. My eyes, on instinct, drift down to her belt too. I see an ugly, grey, lumpy metal object strapped on there.

      A grenade?

      I look back up, into her eyes. “Who sent you here—to kill me?”

      Amy holds my gaze over the top of the gun. She squints harder now, and I recall something about her being long-sighted, one of those strange, unruly nuggets of information that jumps up and strikes me every so often.

      She lowers the gun.

      Smiles wider.

      “I’m not here to kill you, Anna,” she says.

      My heart raps at the base of my tongue. “So why the whole sneaking-around act?”

      Amy stares back at me, the gun down at her side now. “It wasn’t my idea.”

      “Then whose was it?” I say, and then, not giving her the chance to respond to that question, add, “Brian’s.”

      Amy reaches out her hand, the one which she holds my gun in.

      She offers my gun to me.

      I take it gladly. I look it over, checking that everything’s in place. It is. Then I return it to the holster on the back of my belt. “So, I’m guessing there’s no target at all?”

      Amy shakes her head. She breathes in deeply, and then sighs out, turning her back to me, as if something about this night-time office has caught her attention. As if there’s something infinitely more interesting happening here than her conversation with me.

      I have to admit, I’m not much enjoying this impromptu reunion.

      “How long have you been working with him—with Brian?”

      “ ‘With Brian?’ ”

      “How long have you been working this job?” I say, putting it as bluntly as I dare in this office, no doubt packed with all sorts of concealed surveillance devices.

      Amy stifles a yawn with the back of her free hand, the one which doesn’t grip her gun. “Oh, I’d say I’ve been doing jobs for Brian—among others—for a year or so, give or take.”

      “ ‘Others?’ ” I say, my turn to be the parrot.

      “That’s the thing with freelance,” she says, “it’s not good practice to rely on one client alone.”

      I feel a slight bite to that comment . . . all right, more than just a slight bite.

      Because I only have one client—Brian wouldn’t allow me to have any more.

      “You see,” Amy continues, “that’s the good thing about being the Chief Constable’s daughter, it buys you all sorts of privileges not available to the working assassin.”

      “I don’t . . .” I get out, unable to really put into words my confusion.

      Amy turns back to me, away from the—apparently fascinating—darkness she was staring into. “We both agreed—my daddy and me”—I can’t help noticing the stress she puts on ‘daddy’—“that I might not be cut out for the police.” Amy’s eyes widen, her lips part momentarily. “That I might not have the patience for it—that I might be just a touch volatile.”

      I say nothing, very aware that she still squeezes her gun down by her side, in her grip, and that it’d take only a swift flick for her to bring it back onto me.

      If she has the protection that she’s intimating—or even if she feels that she has the protection—I don’t want to do anything to get her to test out that ‘volatile’ nature of hers.

      “So, me and Daddy”—there’s that stress again—“we decided that I might be able to make my way through other means . . . you see,” she continues, taking a couple of steps towards me, “I’ve always had this sense, this desire to pull a trigger.

      “To snuff someone’s life out.”

      I hold off for as long as I’m able without replying.

      Then I can’t resist.

      “Yeah,” I say, “it’s called a Kill Switch.”
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      TEN MINUTES LATER, and the two of us stand within the office—the one which’d been marked as being the target for tonight.

      Amy reaches down for her belt. For one terrible second, I’m certain that she’s going to rip that grenade free, toss it and kill the both of us. But, instead, she produces this fancy illumination device—I think it’d be damning it with faint praise to call it a ‘torch’—and places it down on the table.

      A flood of bluish-white, even light fills the office.

      The office is a standard, windowless, charmless affair. A computer set on a dainty desk. The legs of the desk look like they’d snap if only the user thought to rest their elbows to type.

      “Just wondering,” I say, “but why’d you bring a grenade along?”

      “Oh, that?” Amy says, her gaze slipping down to her belt. She snaps her head back up, her lips erupting in a smile. “That’s just smoke—useful on occasion.”

      “What’re you?” I say. “Some sort of ninja?”

      Amy just gives me a shrug and a smile as she busies herself with the computer, tapping away, her leather gloves snug on her hands. Apparently she knows what she’s doing. As she types, I notice a few frown lines in her forehead and wonder how they might’ve got there.

      Surely not stress?

      Surely this assassin’s gig isn’t like a dreaded real job?

      I say nothing as she bashes the keyboard, the keys filling the room with that plastic clickety-click. When I breathe in now, I can only taste mint. I shovelled a couple of strips of gum in through my lips realising that I’m going to be in company . . . company which I’m going to be around for longer than the squeezing of a trigger.

      I feel the steady weight of my handgun on my belt and reach around, rest my hands at my lower back. These past few weeks I’ve been feeling all tense down there, and I’ve been wondering why.

      At first I thought it might be my back telling me to get a new mattress—one which hasn’t been reduced to pulp—but when I did acquire a new mattress, not an interesting or enjoyable task by any means, swapped it out for one about as hard as an ironing board, I noticed no difference whatsoever.

      Maybe I should get the number of a good chiropractor.

      Who knows, they might be male and attractive . . .

      “Anna?” Amy says.

      I glance over to her, away from a cheaply framed charcoal drawing I was pretending to be entranced by. That fancy illumination device of Amy’s makes it easy to pick out all the contours of the charcoal, each and every one of the artist’s hand strokes. The picture depicts a placid-looking bay which brings to mind San Floriano, the Spanish beach where I spent a—not entirely relaxing—couple of weeks, a year or so ago.

      I tread over to Amy, stand at her shoulder and look over the computer screen.

      Filled with line-upon-line of code:

      White text on black background.

      It means nothing to me.

      I look to Amy. “Not convinced I’ll be much help with this.”

      Amy rolls her eyes. “Not that,” she says, and then gestures downwards, to the desk.

      To something which lies on the desk.

      When I get down to look, squinting a little against the fierce, blue-white light from the illumination device, I see that it’s a little book. A pocket-sized book:

      Leather-bound.

      A slight burgundy shade.

      Gold-edged pages.

      It looks a little like one of those pocket diaries people would use to keep track of dates and times last century . . . before the bittersweet popular take-up of the computer—and the internet.

      I look to Amy again.

      “Take it,” she says, her attention back on the computer screen.

      Her fingers go clickety-click again over the keyboard.

      “Where’d you find it?” I say.

      “In one of the drawers,” Amy replies casually, without breaking pace with her rapid-fire typing. “It might be helpful,” she adds, with a smile tweaking her lips as she stabs the Enter key, then crouches down and slips a USB drive out of a slot in the computer.

      I shrug and thrust the book into my pocket.

      “Come on,” Amy says, taking me by the hand in a somewhat school girl-like manner, “we need to go.”

      As we make our way out of the office complex, down the stairs which run around the back of the building, I find myself in an unlikely—uncommonly—talkative mood.

      Grasping the banister with my leather-gloved hands, not wanting to take any risk of taking a tumble, I say, “Where’d you manage to pick up those computer skills?”

      Amy shrugs as if it’s nothing important.

      As if she hasn’t just blown my mind right open with the speed of her typing alone.

      “Cyber Crimes Unit,” she replies, reaching the bottom step.

      I partially open my mouth to indicate comprehension. But since she doesn’t look back, and I don’t really feel as if she’s answered my question—not to my dim-witted brain—it seems like a somewhat wasted gesture.

      Before I know it, we’re flying out through the exterior door, back into the darkness:

      The car park which runs around the back of the building.

      Surrounded by the looming, giant shadows of oak trees.
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      I CAN HEAR MY PHONE buzzing its merry way across the surface of my bedside table and, although I’m still half asleep, and at least half convinced that I have the telekinetic powers I was just dreaming about, I’m confused at why it won’t hang up the call.

      Another couple of seconds later and I snap awake.

      Sit up straight in bed.

      Press my shoulders up against the headboard, and feel the sturdy support against my back.

      Before I’ve even consciously given the matter any thought, my hand launches itself to my forehead. My touch is chilly, but soothing. It feeds me a much-needed dose of reality.

      My son Ben’s football match.

      My mouth tastes stale. My tongue is like a sodden piece of sponge. I reach out for my phone. See that there’re three missed calls. All from my ex-husband: Arnold. Just as I stare at the screen with something like horror, the phone begins to rumble again. Acting on instinct more than anything else, I accept the call.

      Press the handset to my ear.

      “Arnold?” I say.

      “Brian,” Brian Mathewson, my employer, replies.

      I blink several times. Bring my disordered bedroom in focus:

      Clothes of all kinds strewn across the floor; beige-white walls, scuffmarks all over; and the way I never seem to get around to shutting the door to my wardrobe, constantly exposing those hordes and hordes of shoes threatening to tumble out.

      “ ‘Brian?’ ” I reply, giving myself another few blinks to get fully shot of my daze.

      As if he might have my bedroom wired for video, I prise myself out from beneath my duvet, leaving it in a ragged pile on the floor, and I stride up to the window. A yank of a cord later and the slatted blinds fly upwards with a shoock sound.

      I glance out through the window, see that the sky is grizzly and grey, that a fine drizzle is falling. A perfect day to stay inside—to stay in bed . . . whoever came up with the concept that makes it okay to play football in the rain needs his head examined . . . and it most likely was a he . . .

      “Did you have a good time last night?” Brian says.

      His tone is somewhat jovial.

      Far happier than he should be.

      Or should that be pleased with himself . . .

      “Uh huh,” I say, staring out into the rain, already thinking about having to throw an anorak about my shoulders; needing to pop open an umbrella and just get out there.

      I feel something warm, and furry, and purring, wrap itself about my legs.

      I glance down and see Lizzie, my tortoiseshell cat.

      Knowing it’s the only way to see off this display—short of ripping open a pouch of cat food—I bend down and gather her up in my arms, squeezing my mobile between my ear and my shoulder so that I can still make out whatever Brian’s got to say for himself.

      Lizzie feels a little lumpier than usual, or maybe it’s just my imagination.

      I turn my attention back to Brian.

      “It was, uh,” I say, pausing to think for a second, “funny.”

      On the other end of the line, I hear Brian clap his hands together. He sends a chuckle down the line—a chuckle which makes my stomach quiver just a little. There’s something about Brian and that merry laugh of his that I’ve never been all that comfortable around.

      “I thought you should get to know one another,” Brian says, “since you’ll be working together for the foreseeable future—thought that it might be fun for you to meet up in that shutdown office.”

      Even as I think the words, I know that I should know better—that an ex-Army girl like me should know the consequences of insubordination . . . but I can’t help myself. “Don’t you think that it was a little risky?” I say. “I mean, how can you be sure that nobody was listening in to what we were saying?”

      “Oh, come off it, old girl,” Brian replies, “you will have been quite all right—in actual fact that building is one of mine.”

      I feel a few of the knots in my muscles unwind themselves.

      I’m glad to hear that.

      And, in truth, I would’ve been probably just as glad to have heard that before setting foot in that office . . . last night, when I got home, when I slipped myself into bed, I did an awful lot of tossing and turning thinking about the things that I might’ve said—shouldn’t have said—to Amy in some anonymous office.

      I look away from the dismal scene out the window, perhaps half believing that if I cease to think about the weather it’ll clear itself up on its own. I stare long and hard at the walls of my bedroom and think about repainting them . . . or perhaps I could call a painter in.

      “Anyway,” Brian goes on, “I didn’t want to trample on your Saturday plans, nothing like that, but I would quite like for you to pop into my office sometime this afternoon—how about four o’clock?”

      “Sounds fine,” I say, slotting that appointment away in my brain. I hold myself off for a couple of seconds before asking, “Will she be there too?”

      “Who?” Brian says, playing the innocent.

      “Amy.”

      Brian chuckles again. “Is that just a hint of jealousy I can hear?” He takes a swig of something—whisky?—and then says, “Yes, I thought that we should have a formal briefing together later on . . . make sure we’re all on the same page, sound good?”

      “Fine,” I say, and then hang up.

      Lizzie wriggles in my arms and I let her loose. She shoots on out through my bedroom door and downstairs.

      I’ve only just laid my phone down on my bedside table when it begins to buzz all over again. As I reach down to pick it up, down at my feet, among all my scrunched-up clothing—the clothes I wore the night before—I spot the burgundy diary.

      Still staring at the diary, I snatch up my phone.

      Press it to my ear once again.
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      ALTHOUGH I HATE to do it—to be that employee—I call up the Mathewson Media carpool and get a car sent by to pick me up.

      Arnold wasn’t angry on the phone—he’s never angry—but he was the closest he ever gets to it. That’s to say that he was anxious to know where I was.

      Ben’s football match starts within the hour.

      In theory, the kids are meant to get to the football pitch an hour before the start of the match, for warmups, or whatever . . . Oops.

      Five minutes later, and a brand-new, silver estate with tinted windows pulls up at the curb outside my ex-Council house.

      I hurl myself into the back seat, not even having had time to throw my anorak about my shoulders. I toss my bundled-up waterproof off onto the other side of the seat, first doing a cursory check to see if there’s anyone else sitting there . . . I have to admit that anytime I happen to be stepping into a car with tinted windows it’s always with a somewhat half expectation that there’ll already be someone sat inside—waiting for me.

      The air smells lightly of car freshener and leather, from the seats.

      My mouth feels a little burned from the tea I wolfed down on my way out the door. I catch a slight taste of blood mixed with tea towards the back of my throat.

      The driver says absolutely nothing to me beyond asking for the address and giving me a curt nod. I slip a little on the leather seat from the force of acceleration, and somehow manage to hook my seatbelt around me before we take the corner up ahead.

      As we shuttle along the road, I pad my pockets, feel the diary there, and I slip it out.

      Even though I’m late enough not to have had time to take a shower, I somehow did have the presence of mind to slip the diary, which Amy pilfered the night before, into the pocket of my jeans. As I open the cover, I notice a tea stain down the front of my light-blue, V-necked shirt, and I think, Classy, Anna. At least I’ve brought my anorak along to cover the stain. From my experience of other children’s parents—especially mothers—one’s appearance is of utmost importance . . . even on a chilly Saturday morning in October.

      I read the first page of the diary, scrawled handwriting, red ink, all loopy and joined up in an elegant manner which, I’m ashamed to say, I still struggle with.

      Even at thirty-six.

      I squint at the page for several minutes, taking a long time in attempting to decipher the message—a word at a time—and mostly failing.

      As we round yet another corner, I hear the driver’s voice, glance up and see his eyes peering back at me in the rear-view mirror. “Forgot your glasses?”

      “What?” I say.

      The driver gives me a smirk and then taps the sunglasses he’s wearing. “Might want to go and get them tested—you’re wrinkling the whole of your face trying to read that.”

      I put on my best polite smile and say, “That’s something to think about—thank you.”

      The driver turns his attention back to his assigned task:

      Driving.

      When I hear the driver’s voice again, I feel myself—quietly—beginning to boil with anger . . . I can’t quite deal with people at this time in the morning, especially when I’ve been robbed of a decent proportion of my beauty sleep.

      But, this time, it’s only to inform me that we’ve arrived at Arnold’s house.

      What used to be my house.

      I glance out the window to see that my son Ben’s already sitting on the doorstep, chin resting on his kneecaps, boot bag clenched between his trainers. I suppose the world’s a smaller, much simpler place when you’re a thirteen-year-old boy—when most of your waking thoughts are occupied with football.

      I remember that the car windows are tinted, I tap the button to wind the window down and it does its job with a flat, nasal whine.

      A little drizzle sneaks into the car as I peer out across the garden. It’s beginning to go a little feral in the winter rains, I note, a touch smugly. Still, though, when I breathe in, I can smell the thick scent of rose petals in the air. And those earthy tones which fill me with such a pleasant sense of wellbeing that they make me consider—come spring—whether I should plant my own garden.

      Or pay someone to do so.

      When Ben spots me, he glances back over his shoulder.

      I realise that the front door is open a crack.

      He calls back into the house.

      Every muscle in my body seizes up tight—if there’s anything I would rather avoid this morning, it’s a face-off with Arnold and his partner, Kate.

      Silently, I will Ben to his feet, and away from the door, and he does get a few steps away before the door opens up fully, to reveal Kate standing there:

      Her black hair . . . a little longer than last time I saw it.

      Those sparkling blue eyes.

      That delicate posture of hers.

      I feel myself drawing even tenser still when Kate produces a flask and then, scrubbing up Ben’s hair, hands it to him.

      Ben tilts his head to one side, attempting to avoid the mussing, but there’s little he can do to prevent it. As Ben approaches the car at a light jog, the flask in hand, I open the door for him. And I find myself, for a few paralysing moments, forced into giving Kate a sort of half wave as she stands there on the doorstep.

      Thankfully, the driver seems to grasp the subtleties of the situation.

      He stamps the accelerator and speeds off, away from the house.
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      I’d like to say that the weather improves when we get to the football pitch but, actually, pretty much the opposite is true. The rain falls a little heavier, the air grows a little colder, and I find myself longing to return to the car—parked up only fifty or so metres away—to bundle myself up in the back seat, and wait for the final whistle.

      But there is such a thing as moral support at stake.

      Even if that moral support involves me watching Ben—wearing a high-vis, lime-green bib over his red-and-black football shirt—do galloping sidesteps along the opposite touchline with the other substitutes for his team.

      Despite my limited knowledge of football, even I know that the fact that Ben’s team have allowed the opposition to put the ball in their goal three—or is four?—times isn’t a good thing.

      I look to the manager of Ben’s team, watch him give his bald, drizzle-drenched head a couple of scratches as he—apparently—masterminds a comeback.

      “Nice day for it.”

      The voice is chirpy—too chirpy—and sounds almost as if it’s convinced of the truth of what, surely, must be an ironic comment.

      I turn to look.

      Find myself temporarily dumbstruck.

      Standing there beside me, is a large man—broad-shouldered, with thick, black hair hanging down the back of his neck; soaked, of course. He wears a brown, oilskin overcoat and has his hands shoved into the pockets. Every second I spend staring at him, it seems as if he’s growing another centimetre.

      Feeling my heart flutter up to my throat, a slight blush entering my cheeks, I turn my attention back to the football match playing out before us.

      Ben still isn’t playing.

      “What are you?” I reply. “A duck?”

      The man gives a chesty laugh to my lame joke.

      I come to the conclusion that he’s extremely patient with the humour-impaired.

      Or hitting on me.

      “Which one’s your boy?” he says.

      I shrug my shoulders, not because I don’t care, but because, if I don’t, my shuddering might crush me from the outside in. “The one over there, in the construction-site gear.”

      Again, the man laughs.

      Yes, extremely patient . . . or extremely desperate.

      “Mine’s the one over there,” the man says, pointing to the football pitch and then—helpfully—adding, “Number nine.”

      I make out the raven-haired boy with the white number nine on his shorts. In many ways, but most of all his height, he’s a spitting image of his father. The boy is red-cheeked and he stands with his hands impatiently on his hips.

      I suppose he’s unhappy with the direction this match is taking.

      “He looks . . .” I search for a suitable observation “. . . cold.”

      “Your lad,” the man goes on, “Ben, isn’t it?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “He’s pretty good—he should be playing—he’s started every match this season.”

      I think back to the lashings of scowls, not to mention the sustained silence, I got off Ben as we drove here, to the football pitch. He didn’t even reply to me when I wished him good luck, he just slipped on off the back seat and jogged over to join his teammates.

      The man sighs. “Suppose he got here a little too late—got disciplined.”

      “Yes,” I say, hoping this conversation winds up soon, “I suspect that’s it.”

      There’s a long, yawning silence between the two of us, and I hope the fact that I don’t pick up the slack in the conversation communicates to this man—somehow—that, really, I’m not interested in anything he has to say.

      However, it seems to have the opposite effect.

      “Pardon me for saying, but I’ve never seen you about here before, bringing Ben along to the football. He usually comes along with his dad, and his mum” . . . here I shift a glaring glance in the man’s direction, and he seems to see the error of his ways . . . “I mean, you’re his mum, I suppose?”

      I see that his cheeks have coloured a little now.

      And not from the cold.

      Hopefully I can force him into a full retreat.

      “Yes, you could suppose that,” I reply.

      He nods to me, meets my eye for a moment, and I realise that he has—quite lovely—hazel-brown eyes, with flecks of green scattered about his irises. He looks away, back to the pitch. “Modern families, eh?” He holds himself still—almost stiff—and then he says, “My wife, she” . . . his throat seems to clog with something, and then he swallows it back . . . “a year ago now, she left us, she passed away.”

      Great, now I feel like the bad guy.

      Since there’s not much I can do, I continue to stand beside the man—who introduces himself as ‘Mark, Nathan’s father.’ When he reaches out to shake my hand, I feel that his skin is calloused, but not unpleasantly so. He has what my dad would’ve called ‘honest hands.’ He goes on to tell me that he’s a carpenter. That he puts together various wooden handicrafts. When I ask him whether he might be able to put together a chair for my cat, he takes me seriously and promises that he will.

      The referee gives a hard toot on his whistle and the boys all gather together into huddles on the pitch—ostensibly to discuss strategy, or whatever titbits they need to chat about before the beginning of the next half.

      When I breathe in now, I catch that slightly revolting stench of damp fabric—from my anorak—and though I’ve warmed to Mark at least a little, I can’t help but feel that his oilskin overcoat smells a little of wet dog.

      Now that I’m standing on the side lines, beside a man who I’m now on first-name terms with, I wish that I’d taken a quick shower before flying out the door. But, then again, if I’d dawdled even a minute longer, who knows what sort of punishment Ben would’ve faced from his—apparently totalitarian—coach.

      I offer Mark a strip of gum which he accepts from me. Soon enough, the smooth, minty waves pass through my mouth, throb through my tongue, and begin to make me feel almost human again.

      Having Mark standing nearby certainly has its advantages, seeing as I seem to catch a little of his body warmth . . . or maybe it’s because my blood is slowly turning to ice, and I’m beginning to forget what warmth even is anymore.

      “Hang on a sec,” Mark says, holding his hand up to me.

      I watch on as Mark crosses the pitch, strides all the way up to Ben’s bald-headed coach. The bald-headed coach doesn’t, as I’d anticipated, turn on Mark with a sincerely fed-up expression; rather he fires him a bright smile. They chat about something for the best part of a minute, and then Mark turns around, returns to my side.

      Like a faithful stray.

      “What was that about?” I say.

      Mark shrugs, looking on at the pitch as the boys break from their huddle, and take up their positions for the second half of the match. “Just told him that I thought your boy should get a go now.” He turns full on to face me, those hazel eyes of his now having made the steep transition from merely alluring to irresistible. “Said that he’s been punished enough.”

      I feel my chest squeeze tight, my ribs seeming as if they’re trying their best to crush my heart and lungs. But I turn back to the match before Mark catches a clue.

      Or that’s what I hope.
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