
A Chance Encounter

––––––––

Rae Shaw


Table of Contents

Title Page

A Chance Encounter

Part One

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

Part Two

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

Acknowledgements

Julianna Baptiste Series

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Chance Encounter

[image: ]


Julianna Baptiste Novel #1

Years ago, he chose a victim.

Now the wait is over.


Julianna Baptiste, a feisty bodyguard, finds her new job tedious, until her boss, the evasive Jackson Haynes, spikes her curiosity. Who is behind the vicious threats to his beautiful wife and why is he interested in two estranged siblings?

Mark works for Haynes’ vast company. He’s hiding from ruthless money launderers.

His teenage sister Ellen has an online friend she has never met. Ellen guards a terrible secret.

For eight years their duplicitous father has languished in prison, claiming he is innocent of murder. The evidence against him is overwhelming, so why does Mark persist with an appeal?

Keen to prove her potential as an investigator, Julianna forces Mark to confront his past mistakes. The consequences will put all their lives on the line.
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Julianna

​AUTUMN

She raised her fists, swept her arm back and slaked her anger with a punch. By the time she’d worked up a sweat, she’d dealt with Alex’s fake smiles, his smirking lips and the dimple in his chin. The punch bag continued to dance on its rope, shaken by the force of her blows, then limped to a sway, the crimson cover sticky in places.

The album was empty. She had no more photos to tape to the shabby leather. She had punched her way through the wedding ones, and the honeymoon snaps, shredding them with her knuckles and kicking feet. There was always the weekend in Paris.

Another jab. Another kick. Forget Paris. Forget the walk along the Champs Elysees. The kiss under the Eiffel Tower. The nice Parisian who had caught them cuddling on the banks of the Seine and added a shot to the collection. She punished her wrapped knuckles, the blistered heel of her bare foot. Every inch of her had to hurt.

What mattered, what had to be expunged, was the night she had propelled him out of the front door with one powerful kick up the ass. The satisfaction of seeing his smile disintegrating, replaced by fury and humiliation, was worth the unneighbourly curtain twitches. What she felt had been there on his face for everyone to see. That was what gave her the idea for trashing photographs.

Julianna began each day in the cellar. It wasn’t much of a basement, more of a claustrophobic sliver under the mews house. To hide the crumbling brickwork, she had hung curtains rescued from charity shops across the walls and, to cushion her feet, she had laid a threadbare rug over the concrete floor, but it lacked any substance and occasionally her knees jarred as she hopped about on her toes.

The punch bag therapy lasted ten minutes. She buried her face in a towel and heaved a sigh of relief. There were more photos, things she could aim at, but nothing could remove the bitterness, the memory of finding the necklace on her bedside table, planted there because he had given up waiting for her to find out the truth.

She wanted to see things clearly again. But nobody would understand how hard it felt trying to recapture that skill, not even those she counted as friends or family.

During her police training, and the subsequent more in depth assessment she had undertaken when she worked for the intelligence services, her mentors had told her she was “insightful”, “observant”, able to “read between the lines and see the detail hidden in the big picture”. Oh, the irony of that excellent appraisal; the buzz it had given her equal to kickboxing. Alex had taken her out to an exclusive restaurant and applauded her with his usual wit and languid remarks. Again, she had missed the signs.

He’d taken that bitch to the same restaurant.

She had amassed numerous theories as to her failings. The obvious was her husband had drained her of her precious abilities. She had gone soft on him, pandered to what he needed, and in the end, all that self-effacing effort meant nothing to him. She quit working for the government, those secret agencies that Hollywood romanticised in spy films when in reality they relied on hard graft and few rewards. What good was she? The numpty on the money laundering desk who couldn’t even spot her husband’s duplicity wasn’t going to “see” the things criminals hid.

To her surprise, the misery of handing in her notice was salvaged by somebody she had heard of, but never met. Alex’s alumni friend, Jackson Haynes, had headhunted her and brought her to work for him at Haynes Financial Services, a thriving business that bought and sold lesser companies; it also happened to excel at exposing fraudsters.

She had the most unusual set of roles in the company and no authentic job title. It was exactly what she liked about it, although the job had yet to thrive in the direction she desired. There again, the circumstances weren’t right for pushing through her ambitions. God forbid somebody put her in charge of anything and promoted her to management. She wasn’t ready to deal with people. Not yet.

Versatility was the key to her success. Depending where she was needed, she migrated between tasks, such as fraud investigations, and occasionally the chauffeur’s seat of an executive car where she doubled as a protection officer. She enjoyed driving the high-powered car with its reinforced bodywork. The black paintwork reflected the rows of skyscrapers. The leather seat gently creaked under her legs. Together, she and the car crawled through the city traffic. Driving was tolerable, sitting around waiting for something to happen wasn’t. She passed the time listening to the radio and finished a book of ten-minute crosswords. Each one took six minutes – she felt cheated.

However, her feelings toward Haynes were ambivalent. The man was impenetrable, a bastion protected by rigorous deportment. She rarely drove him, mostly she ferried the wife, and the kids. When she had driven him, he had stretched out on the back seat, engaged in telephone conversations or absorbed in thought. If she caught his eye in the rear-view mirror, he admonished her with a glare. She was supposed to be invisible, something that hit her hard. Invisible during a covert investigation was one thing but being ignored by the people she was supposed to protect was tough.

Neither was she convinced by Jackson’s highbrow ethics. Why was a financier patronising a charity for those lost to the dark world of trafficking? Was he the romantic hero rescuing fallen women, as he might appear to some of his loyal employees, or using the foundation for his own machinations? After she had cruised through the probationary period, she started to wonder more about his wife and why Hettie stuck with Jackson.

Mrs Haynes had a regular driver, Tess, but Julianna was the back-up. Chauffeuring meant keeping a diplomatic distance while Mrs Haynes went about her daily life, but Julianna had a woeful tendency to put on superhero capes and leap into action when nobody asked or expected it of her. She rather liked the criticism. She wore it as a badge of honour.

The call from headquarters instructed her to pick up Mrs Haynes from the emergency department of the local hospital. The eldest child, a boy named Noah, was at home with the nanny, Lara – another loyal servant who practised martial arts in her spare time. However, the new baby, Evey, went everywhere with Mrs Haynes because of the need to feed her. Julianna drove as quickly as the congestion allowed and parked in a taxi bay outside the minor injuries unit.

Stripped of a layer of foundation, Mrs Haynes’s heavy-lidded eyes shadowed her alabaster cheeks; a small part of her renowned beauty lost to exhaustion. A row of strips sealed the wound on her forehead. She fingered it, tutting to herself. While Mrs Haynes slipped into the backseat, fussing, Julianna strapped the baby carrier in next to her. Evey smelt of baby wipes.

Julianna was about to leave the busy hospital car park when her mobile beeped. She read the text message. ‘We’re to swing by and pick up your husband from the office,’ she told Mrs Haynes.

‘Why's he bothering...’ Hettie muttered in dismay, her voice drowned out by the wail of a siren.

Why wasn’t she pleased? Wasn’t it what she wanted – her husband by her side? In fact, why hadn’t he rushed off to the hospital already? Julianna was still trying to piece together the Haynes marriage. She rarely saw them together, since they were apart during the day, which was when Julianna was assigned to be a chauffeur. Most of the time her superiors, Gary Maybank and Chris Moran, drove the couple in the evenings. Mr Haynes was extremely protective of his wife and kids and the level of security around the Haynes family was high. Julianna had seen the confidential reports and understood why. She doubted Mrs Haynes had a clue about the constant threats.

She parked outside the monolithic building. Mr Haynes strode across the pavement and handed Julianna his laptop case, which she placed in the boot space next to the baby’s buggy. There was dried blood on the handles of the buggy.

‘Home, sir?’

Mr Haynes nodded and sat in the front. The car pulled away and he twisted in his seat to look at his wife. Julianna caught his expression out of the corner of her eye. Why the scowl?

‘Is she asleep?’ He cocked his head at the baby carrier hidden behind where he sat.

‘Yes,’ Mrs Haynes said.

‘What happened?’

‘We went for a walk. I tripped, okay? Stupid heel broke off and I fell against a tree. My phone got smashed on the way down. The roots had torn up the paving stone and my heel was caught in the gap.’

The phone would be replaced by the end of the day. It was a minor inconvenience. Operating a well-oiled machine was the key to Haynes’s business practices, and his home life.

‘Lara said you were bleeding everywhere. So, what happened, Hettie?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t ... remember.’

Julianna tightened her grip on the steering wheel and stayed focused on the car bumper she was following. Seriously, the man had no bedside manner. He wasn’t worried about his wife, he was annoyed at the intrusion into his working day. Perhaps a few of his photographs on the punch bag...

‘She called an ambulance because you froze. You freaked her out. An ambulance for a little cut on the head.’

Not one word of comfort or concern had passed his lips. Unbelievable.

‘Don’t, Jackson. I didn’t ask for the ambulance. Lara, she’s never seen me lose it. I haven’t done it for months and months.’ There was a low sob, quite distant; Mrs Haynes was far away. Julianna bit on her lip and stayed silent. None of my business.

‘She probably thought you were concussed. The symptoms are similar. Are you all right?’

Julianna rolled her eyes at the belated show of compassion.

‘Yes. I came out of it in one of those cubicles. They gave me oxygen and I suppose it helped me. There’s blood on Evey’s buggy.’

‘Lara can clean it up.’

‘You didn’t have to leave work,’ Mrs Haynes said.

His profile twitched. ‘Yes, I did. You’re going to need sorting out, aren’t you?’

And what the hell did he mean by sorting out? It made Julianna’s blood run cold hearing him speak that way. The man was an ass.

Jackson, now facing forward, was tapping his fingers on his lap and glancing at his wristwatch from time to time. In the rear-view mirror, Mrs Haynes brushed aside a lock of hair; her hand was trembling.

She was afraid.

A few minutes later Julianna pulled up outside the Holland Park whitewashed house with its three floors and battery of CCTV cameras focused on the windows and doors. Jackson carried the baby carrier indoors.

‘I won’t be needing you again.’ Hettie climbed out of the car.

Jackson held the front door open for his wife. She hobbled on her broken heel and rushed past without a glance in his direction. With a kick of his foot, he slammed the door shut.

Julianna sped off back to Haynes’ headquarters, her driving duties finished for the day. Her supervisor, Chris Moran, owed her an explanation about Hettie’s marriage. Hasty, misplaced sentiment, intrusive: those were Julianna’s flaws, but she wasn’t going to let somebody else occupy her punch bag if she could help it, and she liked Hettie; the woman was blessed with dazzling looks and talent, and something else, which frustrated Julianna because words couldn’t describe what she felt. The feelings Julianna could express magnanimously regarding herself were bitterness and envy. Compassion, too, if she dug deep enough, although it wasn’t an emotion she wore on her sleeve.

She relayed the incident in the car to the security chief in an abbreviated fashion. He scratched his bald patch and tilted his chair back with his long legs. His desk was a well-guarded corner plot in the team’s open plan office in the basement. Lunchtime, and they were alone. Her stomach rumbled as she reached the point about the blood on the buggy’s handles.

Chris interrupted her. ‘I should have briefed you on her phobia of blood before today. Sorry, I thought you’d been told.’

‘That wasn’t what bothered me, Chris. She didn’t look happy. The way he spoke to her, it sounded like he was, well, going to bite her head off... or something.’

Chris groaned and his chair landed back on the front legs with a jolt. ‘Look, take my word for it, they love each other. Crazy mad love. It’s just their way. Don’t read into what they say to each other. It’s a minefield. Don’t go there. I don’t and I’ve been with Mr Haynes for years.’

‘He didn’t show much sympathy—’

‘Julianna, leave it!’ The bark was a familiar rebuke. He was an ex-copper, too.

Chris was nominally her line manager. He pulled rank when it came to what she did for the company; whether it was helping the forensic accountants or bodyguard duties, Chris had the final say. She couldn't afford to risk upsetting the status quo.

‘New guy in forensics – Mark Clewer.’ Chris slid a folder across the table. ‘He’s been checked out. If he needs help, then you’re the contact.’

She opened the manila folder and read the first few lines of the report. ‘He doesn’t start until Monday.’

He turned away and waved a dismissive hand. ‘Haynes handpicked him. Just do your stuff, Julianna. It’s what we employed you for.’

Her stuff. She wasn’t sure exactly what her stuff entailed anymore.

~ * ~
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​CHRIS HAD TOLD HER to leave the couple alone. But her palms itched, like a scab needing to be picked. In the celebrity press, Mrs Haynes appeared on Mr Haynes’s arm, smiling and playing her part beautifully. Maybe that was all she was to him: a beautiful object or a trophy wife whom he adored for the sake of good publicity. It didn’t help her conscience knowing that there were young children in the Haynes household – what if they witnessed the unpleasant truths about their parents’ behind the scenes relationship? Julianna was determined to re-establish her credentials as an investigator, even if it was only in the privacy of her own mind.

For the rest of the week, she wasn’t asked to drive Mrs Haynes. The opportunities for spying were few.

The intelligence service had recruited her from the Metropolitan’s Serious Fraud division. They had needed her brains – her brawn was under appreciated – to help track the money hidden by terrorists and organised crime, but she had been trained to do undercover operations. Nothing glamorous, just routine surveillances, which were generally tedious and uneventful. By Friday, she had formulated a plan. Her weekends were typically free time, however she was on the reserve list. One of the security guards who worked the night shift at Jackson’s Surrey estate wanted time off at short notice. Julianna volunteered to do the shift.

Heading south out of the City of London in her ancient personal vehicle, Julianna approached the estate with a smidgen of trepidation at her treasonous plot. The secluded house was Georgian and well-maintained, and a substantial property compared to the townhouse in Holland Park where the couple lived during the week. Fasleigh House was a squire’s sanctuary, and with its extensive network of security cameras and fences, it posed few issues for the team based in the gatehouse.

Tom Draper, the other guard on duty, was already there when Julianna rolled up. He briefed her, then buried his ginger mop in a bike magazine. She drummed her fingers on the table, wondering when to make her move. She hadn’t been this excited in a long time. Adrenaline accelerated her heartbeats to a manageable pace. She was ready.

‘I thought I saw something on the monitor, over by the perimeter fence.’ She waggled her finger at the screen.

‘Probably a rabbit or fox. Happens,’ he said, without looking up.

‘I’ll go check. Better safe than sorry.’ She picked up a torch.

‘If all you want is fresh air, just say so. It’s not as if anything ever happens here. Stay away from the house though,’ he said, still focused on the photo of a Harley-Davidson.

‘I’m sure I saw something odd.’ Pretence was better than appearing foolish.

She collected a pair of binoculars and hurried into the garden. She skirted around the perimeter wall and performed a cursory hunt for the benefit of the cameras. Ruse completed, she snuck into the shrubbery and trained the binoculars on the large bay window at the back of the house. There were no curtains drawn or blinds lowered, the house was lit up like a Christmas tree. Choosing a bush to perch behind, she had an excellent view of the sitting room.

They were both there. He was lifting the baby out of her arms; Mrs Haynes had been feeding the child. He left the room with Evey. Hettie rested her head against the couch. The room relied on the dim light of lamps, which projected tentacle rays, reflecting off surfaces and zigzagging over the glass-top coffee table. The shadows obscured the finer details. Hettie was bathed in a warm glow where the beams crossed. Her hair was bundled into a bird’s nest bun. She was relaxed, lounging in baggy pants, quite unlike the upmarket attire she wore when out and about. Her eyelids drooped. Then, abruptly, she stirred.

The binoculars nearly slipped out of Julianna's hands. Mrs Haynes was wide awake. A small smile descended over her face. Her bra remained tangled around her waist. She hadn’t bothered to replace the cup over her breast. Her nipple was invisible under the t-shirt.

Mrs Haynes, Hettie, goddammit, what to call the woman, turned to face the other end of the room, which wasn’t visible to Julianna. She giggled and covered her open mouth with her hand. With little decorum, she slid along the leather sofa until she was flat on her back and opened her arms, creating the space to receive him.

Watching the lovers embrace with roving hands and intertwined limbs, Julianna gorged on the fortune of another. Alex had not shown one instance of the passion she was witnessing across the immaculate lawn. As Chris said, they had their ways. They were adroit lovers. In the privacy of their home, they put aside formalities and frolicked like teenagers.

And what was she? A concerned individual undertaking a covert act of surveillance or a voyeur, spying on her boss as if he was a common criminal? Any of her mentors would have slapped her wrist and told her she had missed the bigger picture. Haynes was a CEO and not a romantic hero who smothered his wife in an open display of unbridled affection. The conversation she had overheard in the car earlier in the week now made perfect sense. Hettie Haynes wasn’t afraid of her husband. She knew exactly what “sorting out” meant. Her hand hadn’t been shaking with fear, but excitement. Jackson had dashed home to comfort his wife, but chose to appear aloof and detached in the presence of his newest driver. An intensely private man who hated the limelight and, having created a tough boss image at work, he wasn’t going to ruin his reputation by fawning over his wife in the middle of the day. It made more sense than the ridiculous post-Alex scenario Julianna had hurriedly concocted.

The blow, when she allowed herself to feel it, was a devastating as the one she had given Alex. Still on her knees, she bent over, hugging the flayed pit of her stomach and thought of the hours she would need to spend in the cellar.

Backing away into the darkness, she stumbled over hidden roots before finding a path. She hated what she had become. Hated the idea she had lost it. Wiping the perspiration from her brow, the dirt from her knees, she switched off the light and punched the keypad code for the gatehouse.

Draper made no comment on her prolonged absence.

‘You were right – foxes.’ She pretended to read a book for the rest of the shift. She didn’t turn a page.

The stupid exercise she had engaged in had backfired badly. Far from demonstrating exemplary investigative skills, she’d misinterpreted the facts, insinuated emotions that weren’t there and come up with her version of a carefree wife ridiculed by an uninspiring husband. It was exactly why she had left her last job. She wasn’t fit for purpose any longer.

Blaming Alex was wrong too. Her natural cynicism had dragged her into this cock-up. She should just do her job – driving fast cars in slow traffic interspersed with measly surveillance operations. It wasn’t on the scale of anti-terrorism or serious international money laundering, but it paid the mortgage and, without Alex's income, she was struggling.​
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Mark

​

THE ELEVATOR DOORS opened to reveal Jackson Haynes, a man best known for sporting a tailor-made suit with monographed pockets and gold cufflinks, and not sweatpants and t-shirt. He leaned against the mirrored wall, towel coiled around his neck, and swept aside a lock of damp hair with his manicured hand. Girded with the kind of muscles that belonged on a dedicated athlete, Jackson boasted without requiring the use of words. He acknowledged Mark with a curl of his thin lips.

Mark felt inadequate and small. He would never be that fit nor was he the kind of person who spent every morning lifting weights and running nowhere on a treadmill. Apparently his boss was just that and Mark’s heart sank a little as he wondered if he should take up a new hobby to impress Jackson.

Wiping his sweaty face with the edge of the towel, Jackson waved him into the lift. It should be an auspicious start and Mark needed plenty of good omens. He wore his grandfather's watch; a scratched talisman he kept with him in breach of his belief that superstitions were utter nonsense.

‘Mark. Your first day?’ Jackson stepped to one side. Mark’s hands were full and he hung his briefcase off his little finger.

‘Yes,’ Mark replied. Should he have added an ingratiating “sir”? Strike a balance, he decided. Keep it formal, polite, but casual, too. He tapped his floor button, just managing to reach it with his thumb, then propped his briefcase between his feet. His arms ached from carrying the cardboard box.

‘I must try the gym.’ It wasn’t his thing. He liked to frequent the terraces of a football stadium back in Manchester, but now, away from familiar territory, downtime was about the comfy sofa and a bottle of beer. Without a car, he was lumbered with public transport and attacks of inertia.

‘You’re an early starter, why not?’ Jackson said.

True, but then that was because sleep wasn’t always forthcoming. He stifled a yawn. He searched Jackson’s face for some trace of fatigue and was disappointed – there wasn’t a shadow blemishing his skin.

‘Mornings are nice and quiet for working,’ he said instead.

Jackson guffawed. ‘Not in my house. Evey was screaming the place down, then Noah.’

Mark had forgotten about the pregnancy. He usually fixated on her emerald eyes and not her swollen belly. ‘Congratulations on the birth of your daughter.’

‘Hettie, the poor girl, is shattered with constant feeding. Things are settling down now she’s past six weeks. Thankfully. Speaking of settling in, Hettie and I would like you to join us for a quiet evening meal at Fasleigh. I’ll email you the details. Some friends of mine to introduce you to.’

Mark bounced up onto the balls of his feet. The weight of the cardboard box forgotten for a moment. ‘That would be fantastic.’

The lift jolted and the doors opened.

Jackson’s lips smiled. His shrewd cornflower eyes didn’t. He possessed an aristocratic sharpness in all of his features; youthful good-looks chiselled with faint lines of wisdom.

His boss held the lift doors open while he gathered his possessions. ‘Thanks again, er, Mr Haynes. I look forward to it.’ Meeting Jackson Haynes in any circumstance was always a step in the right direction. At least so far. ‘Send my regards to Hettie.’

‘Will do.’ Jackson punched a button and disappeared behind the lift doors.

The invite to dinner was born out of a meeting months ago when Mark had indulgently pawed Hettie in a West End bar. Jackson hadn’t been there and she had arrived with a gaggle of girlfriends. A hen night or something. Mark had wandered in with a group of unremarkable work colleagues, who had subsequently made their excuses and left him glued to the big screen, pint in hand, watching a lengthy analysis of a football match. He had been a little drunk. Sidling up to Hettie, filled with optimism that he might pull such a gorgeous woman, he had failed to notice the wedding ring on her finger or Gary Maybank eyeballing him from the side-lines. She had bought him a drink and taken his business card, which had disappeared into her purse. As she had risen from the bar seat to re-join her friends, he put his arm around her waist to steady her. Gary had charged across the floor and rugby tackled him to the floor. Hettie had been mortified and berated Gary for leaping in when it wasn't necessary. Her apologies had embarrassed Mark because his intentions hadn't been honourable – he fancied her rotten. She was too sweet to hang out in those kinds of bars – Jackson owned a snazzy nightclub somewhere, didn’t he?

That was how he met Hettie. How he caught Jackson's attention and became her accountant. Gary might have been scolded by Hettie but later she told Jackson about the drunk in the bar who slotted his arm around his pregnant wife. Mark should have been sporting a black eye after the encounter, but instead everything snowballed into a peculiar job interview.

Mark bounded into his new office and nearly collided with the cleaner. She jumped and clutched a gloved hand to her chest.

‘Bloody hell,’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t do that, creeping into rooms.’

‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.’ He sidestepped the cleaning trolley.

She snorted. ‘Oh, not to worry. I’m just not use to anyone being about at this time of day.’ A waft of fresh bleach and stale tobacco followed her as she moved about the small office.

‘A necessity of your job.’ He placed the cardboard box and laptop case on the desk.

She was a talker – not what he wanted first thing in the morning. He opted for minimal responses. She clucked her tongue and bustled around the room with a duster. The dots on her sleeve blurred as she chased phantom cobwebs. The bare room was spotless.

‘This room has been clear for a couple of weeks. So it’s yours now?’

‘Yes, new job, so an early start. I expect it’ll wear off.’ Desperate for his routine caffeine fix, he followed her out of the door into the communal office in search of a drink.

She weaved the cleaning trolley between the cubicles, heading towards the service lift, and left him by the vending machine. He returned to his office and place the Styrofoam cup on the desk. Rummaging in the cardboard box, he removed a strip of shiny black plastic embossed with his name and slid it into the empty slot on the outside of the door:

MARK CLEWER

He stood back to admire it, then, returning to the office, he spotted picture hooks along one wall. He hung two framed pictures opposite his desk. One he’d brought with him from Manchester, the other was a more recent acquisition: a small watercolour painted specifically for him. The artist’s signature in the corner of the painting was barely visible: “H Haynes”.

At nine o’clock, Mark gave a briefing to his new colleagues – an enthusiastic team of three. Their commitment was important; he would have to prove himself worthy if he wanted the best projects landing on his desk. Their work was split into two areas: internal embezzlement and dodgy clients with suspicious accounts: money laundering was usually top of the list. The latter was something with which he was familiar, but he didn’t explain to the others why.

Mark had moved to London in self-imposed exile after the incident in Manchester. Snapped up by a specialist recruiter, the spell at Daneswan, a small subsidiary, led to a change in fortune and a swift transfer to Haynes’ top-notch forensic accountancy team; a reward for tidying up Mrs Haynes’s account. He had been promised the forensic role by the one man who could ensure he would get it: Jackson Haynes.

Mark’s first case was an internal one and involved the car fleet manager. The man accused of embezzling was responsible for keeping the fuel tanks topped up; a routine internal audit had flagged discrepancies. Mark read the file and made notes. It wasn’t the first time he had seen this type of fraud. The audacity of some never surprised him; criminals lurked in all the dark corners of life. The manager would likely lose his job. Many corporations would go out of their way to hide unwanted publicity, but not so at Haynes Financials: the perpetrators were publicly vilified in court. Mark imagined Jackson had had a hand in shaping the policy.

However, to make his case, Mark needed the illegal act to be witnessed. A paper trail alone wouldn’t be as convincing as a photograph or audio account of the illicit transactions. Mark wasn’t cut out for hanging around petrol stations with a long lens camera. For one thing, he lacked a car. He needed a field operative to catch the man red-handed. The suggestion by one of the team was to speak to the head of the security team, Chris Moran, and ask for one of his operatives. The meeting concluded, and alone at his desk, he pulled up Moran’s profile and accompanying mug shot in the company directory – a torpedo shaped head with a granite face. Mark suspected the request would be granted with a begrudging glare.

His mobile sang an unmelodious tune, which he had specifically picked for a purpose. She had to ring him, on his first day. He flicked the mobile to speaker phone then slid it a good distance away from his hand. His fingers clutched a pen.

‘Mum.’

‘I rang you yesterday.’ No hello or how are you. Bloody typical.

‘What do you want, Mum?’

‘When are you going to send me the two hundred you promised?’ She whined like a teenager.

Always money. It wasn’t as if he was rolling in it. According to her, she hadn’t a penny left even with the two jobs she worked. Lawyers cost, she liked to remind him, which was a gripe at his preferred profession. He never regretted his choice of career. Numbers were more polite than words.

‘Give me a chance, will you. It’s my first day. I’m trying to make an impression.’

A lengthy pause. She wasn’t impressed. Deidre had to be the most important person in his life.

‘Fine.’ She sniffed. The fake disappointment washed over Mark. She couldn’t act.

‘I’ll transfer some money this evening. Just a hundred though. I’ve taken out a deposit on a new apartment.’ He instantly regretted mentioning the flat.

‘Another one? You’re always moving.’

Away from you, he nearly said. Instead, he chewed the end of the pen. ‘It’s on the bus route. If you want me to splash out and buy a car...’

‘No, no. Save your money, darling.’

The “darling” made his toes curl. He hated it. Hated the falseness of her tone, the way she delivered affection in little packages as if it made up for all the crap she threw at him.

‘Don’t forget to find a solicitor. There must be good ones in London. Better than up here.’

‘God, Mum. It doesn’t make any difference.’ He punctuated each word staccato style. ‘If anything, they’ll be more expensive.’

Deidre clung to the hope new evidence was around the corner. She fruitlessly pursued missing connections, the names of her husband’s backstabbing mates who supposedly had slithered away to secret hideouts in London. Mark’s optimism had vanished years ago. Nobody spoke up for his father. Whoever held the clues to Bill Clewer’s guilt or innocence remained shamelessly silent or petrified. The whole bunch of them were scared, not of the law, but of what life had turned them into – career criminals. Clearing his father’s name wasn’t top of anyone’s list.

‘Well, let’s hope that means something.’ She didn’t bother to say goodbye.

Releasing his grip on the pen, Mark reached for the office telephone and dialled a number.

~ * ~
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​SHE HAD TAKEN UP RESIDENCE in his head – a grating echo of her voice – and the reverberations refused to budge. Grabbing his overcoat, Mark escaped to a cafe two streets away. He substituted the irritating sound with the remorseless milieu of traffic, then the eruption of steam pulsing out of the coffee machine intervened.

The queue snaked its way around the chairs and tables to the counter. He picked up partial conversations; the ear bashing of an absent colleague or problematic client, the slump in the stock markets. He ordered a coffee, then waited for his panini to be toasted before spotting an empty table. He made a beeline for it. A young woman pivoted on her seat and jolted his arm. The coffee spilt out of his cup and splashed her leg and table.

‘Oh God! So sorry,’ she said. The hem of her short skirt was high and the stream of coffee ran along the elastic lace of her hold-up.

Mark froze. The blunt tip of her nose stuck out from under her fringe of mocha curls. Her melodious voice had lost its adolescent tones.

His little sister Ellen had just spilt his coffee over her leg.

She winced with her head still bowed, apparently oblivious to his identity. ‘Oh shit.’

If he walked out of the café right then, she might never notice him. She was more interested in dabbing the spillage with her napkin.

But this was his sister.

‘Are you okay, Ellen?’ he asked.

She went rigid, just as he had done. Without looking up, she said, ‘Mark?’

He moved around the table and faced her.

The unsightly spots and limp hair – the companions of an undeveloped teenager – were absent. In their place, a young woman had emerged. It was Ellen, but not the girl he remembered. That girl had been a sallow, almost pitiful child, who had slunk about the house with a permanent scowl. Now she had wavy hair, which she had cut short, and her eyebrows were shaped into crescents, arching over mahogany irises. Her fingernails were elongated by extensions that glittered as she swept her hand over her leg. The portrait of maturity continued with her pencil skirt and jacket: the classic tailoring worn in nearly every office of the City of London. She’d always had the potential to blossom into something attractive, but he’d never anticipated that an office suit would do the trick.

‘That must have hurt.’ He backed away, opting for anything that avoided a kiss or a hug. ‘I’ll get some ice for you.’

Mark hijacked the front of the queue to ask for ice. The disapproving barista slammed a plastic cup of ice down on the counter. Mark wrapped a few cubes up in a napkin and handed it to Ellen.

‘Keep it on. The longer the better.’

Her hand shook as she pressed the napkin onto the stained patch.

Another wince. ‘It’s cold,’ she murmured.

‘Good.’ Mark took the seat opposite her. He had lost a quarter of his drink to her leg and the table.

She shot him a glance and smiled. Heavens, she’s changed beyond recognition. What had happened since they’ last met? When had they last met?

‘Three years ago,’ she said. ‘I know that’s what you’re thinking. You’re blinking like crazy trying to work it out.’

‘Three!’ He believed her. It probably was that long. Christmases, birthdays, none of those kinds of occasions warranted special attention in the Clewer household. Except, of course, Dad’s birthday. They had been made to honour that and keep it like a holy day. The last Christmas Ellen would have been home, Mark had gone skiing; a disastrous attempt at reconciliation with his now ex-girlfriend.

She shrugged. ‘Mum hasn’t spoken to me in months.’

‘Lucky girl.’ He poked his panini and checked it wasn’t too hot. One burning was enough.

Ellen abandoned the wet napkin on the table and stirred her tea. She ignored the sarcasm. ‘So, why are you here? I mean, here in London?’ she asked.

The extent of their disconnected lives was made real in that one question. He’d been in London for months. ‘Work. When did you leave home?’

‘A year ago.’

He stared straight at her, wide-eyed with shock; they made eye contact for the first time since he’d sat down. He was conscious his eyes might convey surprise, hers were wary.

‘Fu—’ he ended the expletive and looked away. ‘Mum doesn’t talk about you.’

And he never asked after her, that much was now apparent to Ellen who gave another little dismissive shrug. If she was bothered, she hid it well, and Ellen knew exactly how to use emotional displays to get her own way. He hadn’t forgotten her theatrical tantrums and feinted attempts at self-harming. Although, in hindsight, he now recognised it has the most successful approach for handling their mother.

Social services had described it as a cry for help. Her little experiments had gone badly wrong – the razor wasn’t blunt. However, the twelve-year-old Ellen hadn’t persuaded them otherwise. According to Deidre, who considered Social Services an unnecessary interference, they had lectured her about priorities, rebutting her claims that Ellen was just a typical difficult kid. Ellen had never been typical. An indignant Deidre already had to deal with the gossip about her husband; she would never be able to face her neighbours – Deidre had wailed this at Ellen, as if her daughter cared. Mark had shrugged off the humiliation; he had been busy making other plans.

What Social Services achieved had been to encourage their mother to notice Ellen. For a while, Deidre had practised how to be a parent and insisted that if anybody bullied her kids, they should say their dad was innocent. Mark had brushed things aside by talking about appeals. Ellen had never said a thing one way or the other. People formed their own opinion of what had happened and hers had been decided a long time ago.

Ellen had continued to cut herself repeatedly as a teenager. Why she did this was something Mark had never been told by Deidre, but it explained why outsiders kept tabs on Ellen. When Deidre had been told Social Services were considering taking them into care, she had been horrified. Ellen had seemed keen on the idea, but they sent her to a special CAMHS unit for a month instead. Having packed his bags, Mark had gone to Oxford University on a scholarship. Deidre wanted him to study law and become a lawyer, obviously. He had chosen mathematics, then accountancy exams. Ellen, he imagined, had moped about the house on her own with Deidre and the living ghost of their father.

Now here she was, far away from Manchester. She smirked. ‘It wouldn’t cross her mind to mention me. I let her down. I’m a... terrible daughter.’

Mark grinned.

Ellen mimicked Deidre really well. ‘I’m stupid and selfish for leaving.’

Once he might have agreed with that counterproductive assessment. He edged away from the past. ‘She doesn’t rate me much better.’

‘But you talk to her.’

‘I talk about... well, you know, the usual.’

‘Dad.’

The conversation dried up. One word was all it took. There were no skeletons in the cupboard for the Clewer siblings. The biggest skeleton was an elephant who danced around in front of them and neither of them would acknowledge it.

‘So.’ Mark pursed his lips. ‘What’s with the fancy clothes? I’d always assumed you’d be wearing jeans and up to your knees in a muddy field.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, how I wish.’ The smile slipped away. ‘Can’t afford to go down that road. So I’m a personal assistant.’

‘Oh dear,’ he said, sympathetically. He had won the scholarship. It sucked that she hadn’t had the same opportunities. ‘Not what you hoped for.’

‘No. Definitely not. Not that I’m putting down PAs. Sterling work given the shit they have to put up with from the stupid, lazy bastards called their bosses. Sorry. Today has been shit. I do stuff in my spare time with a local charity.’

‘In a city? Don’t you need open fields?’

‘Urban archaeology is more fun. Every time a construction company puts down foundations, they dig up some remains. But unless it turns out to be a national treasure, they cover it up and build on top. You?’

‘Forensic accountancy.’

‘Oh?’ She wasn’t the only one unfamiliar with the profession. Hardly anyone Mark met knew what it entailed.

‘I work for a mergers and acquisitions conglomerate. My boss buys up smaller companies, those in finance and accountancy, restructures them, sells some, keeps others. He’s something of a money-making machine. Financial stuff isn’t always squeaky clean. We go after employees who embezzle company money for personal gain. Or there are the crooked clients. Money launderers. Fraudulent deals. And also private cases that are brought to our attention for investigation.’

‘Don’t the police deal with that kind of thing?’ She picked apart her sandwich and removed the lettuce. Mark stopped a smile from forming. She had never taken to salad; Ellen hadn’t changed that much.

‘Once they know about it but how do they find out, eh? In any case, not every client we investigate turns out to be bad, just crap at filing paperwork or understanding the system. It’s more about ethics. The company I work for doesn’t want to be aiding and abetting criminals by helping them fiddle their books. We audit randomly, pick up on suspicious transactions and do some research. It’s harder to cover your tracks when an audit is unannounced. Most of the time, though, things are legit.’

‘Sounds intriguing. Bit like archaeology; digging up the dirt, so to speak.’

Mark chewed on a mouthful of panini. She had grown up, embraced some witticisms and added charm, things she had lacked as a gawky child. Was she really standing on her own two feet? It was hard to imagine Ellen existing comfortably without some kind of emotional prop. She sank her teeth into her sandwich and he glanced at his watch. He should stay a little longer and try to engage with her.

‘Interesting analogy. We’re not a big team but the work is varied. We also help with due diligence for new acquisitions. Checking up and auditing their financial systems. As I said, varied.’ He swallowed the last of his coffee.

‘More interesting than my job. I never know what my boss wants from me. Some days he can be friendly, others a complete bastard. Depends on whether he’s arguing with his wife or shagging his bit on the side. Nice thing about artefacts is that they don’t bitch or bark. They just tell stories.’ She pulled more lettuce from her sandwich and squished it into her napkin. Still a messy eater, too. Were they really from the same nest, or had Deidre planted her in their home from somewhere else? Relating to Ellen was the equivalent to building a bridge across a chasm. She was somewhere on the other side in the distance.

‘Tough,’ he said, tapping his foot under the table.

‘God, he’s a twat, Mark. It’s a goddamn PR company. I wouldn’t want him to represent me. Ego inflated idiot.’ She stopped. ‘Sorry, I’m ranting. I just can’t get it out of my system sometimes.’

‘Get what out of your system?’

‘I don’t know. Emotions. Just accepting things as they are.’

Something Mark could relate to. ‘I know.’ He leaned forward, pushing aside his empty cup. ‘Nobody else out there for you?’

She blushed and waved a dismissive hand. ‘No. Just Nicky. We’re bedsit neighbours. He keeps an eye out for me, just like a bro...’ She covered her mouth. ‘Sorry. That’s sounds awful. I mean, a friend.’

Mark accepted the rebuke. He hadn’t been a brother to her, not in the way she might have expected. There again, if he had been a big sister, then perhaps the story might have been different. Perhaps she might not have ended up in a psych unit after making criss-cross patterns on her arms. He couldn’t blame her for finding somebody to replace him, and Dad. They both needed a better father.

‘A good friend then?’

‘We jog together. Go to the local pub for a drink now and again. That kind of stuff. Nothing... he’s gay.’

Mark laughed. ‘I’m not judging you, Ellen. If you had a boyfriend, I’m not going to give him the third degree.’

‘And you? Girlfriend?’

He shook his head. ‘Had. We parted company when I moved down here. Mutual decision to end it.’ The breakup had hardly broken his heart, it hadn’t even caused a splinter. ‘Look. I really have to go.’ He rose to his feet and brushed the crumbs off his jacket.

She was busy examining her leg.

‘That okay?’ he asked.

She smoothed her skirt over the damp patch. ‘Sure.’ For a fleeting moment, he saw a different girl peering up at him, a younger version but with the same opaque eyes and peppering of pinprick freckles around her nose. Ellen was hiding underneath the elegant officer worker and she was hurting, just like him. He couldn’t just walk away again.

He fished out one of his newly minted business cards and scribbled his mobile number and address on the back. He handed it to her.

Squinting, she deciphered the scrawl. ‘Islington. How nice.’ And wrote hers down on a separate card.

Just the address and her work telephone number. The message was clear; her trust had to be earned if she was going to give him her personal unlisted number. She guarded it carefully to avoid Deidre’s interference.

He slid it into his back pocket. ‘How about you come over for dinner one evening? We can catch up properly.’

She radiated sunshine peeping out from a gloomy cloud. As if it hurt, she ducked her eyes down and the fleeting brilliance evaporated. ‘Sure. Absolutely.’ She needed and despised him in one efficient bundle of emotions. Most people would implode with the combination, but Ellen specialised in contradictions.

What now? Shake hands? Slap her on the back like his cousin, Alfie, whom he met from time to time. When in Manchester, Mark preferred to visit Uncle Tim. For those very occasional weekends that other house had been everything a home should be – tranquil with the odd outburst of appropriate laughter. The envy was almost unbearable.

He bent and she expectantly tilted her cheek towards his lips. The peck was swift, a minutiae glance, and she blushed. A connection had been made and he couldn’t let it die a death. If there was a reason for lassoing her back into his life, it was because Ellen presented a useful advantage: she was accomplished at manipulating Deidre.
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Ellen

​

I MET MY BROTHER TODAY. By accident. He spilt his coffee over me.

Ellen waited half an hour for a reply, which wasn't unusual. She pottered about the bedsit, listening out for the familiar chirping that she’d assigned to his profile. Eventually, she heard it over the microwave. Hot noodles in a bowl... delicious.

Are you okay!?

She smiled. She expected his concern. She liked it.

Yes.

She typed quickly, eager to tell him her news.

He's working in the city, not too far from my office. I was running an errand, stopped for lunch in this cafe and I knocked his coffee cup. He didn't recognise me!

She curled her legs underneath her and slurped on a coke. The bedsit was piping hot. She had dispensed with her work clothes and slipped on a pair of ragged edged shorts and t-shirt. The red mark on her thigh was visible, but it didn't hurt. The faint white lines of her scars lurked beneath it. She hated looking at them. What an idiot she had been to think they would fade into nothing. By the time she started marking her arms, she had learnt how to do it properly and those ones hardly showed at all.

Back then, she had been a skinny sixteen-year-old hiding underneath baggy hoodies and cropped jeggings. Waiting to bloom, her mother had told Mrs Asani, the next-door neighbour, almost apologetically. Mrs Asani's daughter had beautiful brown eyes and smiled a lot at the soccer-mad boy who had lived opposite them. Ellen had worked out smiling wasn’t the best approach but had said nothing to her besotted rival. Neighbours had been a useful distraction from other things. Mark rarely came home and when he did, he constantly argued with Deidre about appeals and expensive solicitors.

Big brother! Must be exciting for you, sweetie.

Ah, Freddie, always saw the good in everything. It was why she liked him. Ever since she’d first chatted to him on Facebook, she had sought to garner his friendship. She’d had to lie to get into the private Facebook group. After a few weeks, the guilt at her deception gnawed and kept her awake at night. The truth was important, so she confessed to him – she wasn't a victim of a crime, she was the daughter of a murderer. She had told him she found out about her father’s sentence on her twelfth birthday. Told him how she had run away still dressed in her grubby school uniform, carrying a faded satchel on the crook of her elbow, and nearly colliding with the advertising board outside the local newsagents. The board had an image emblazoned across it of the front cover of the Manchester Evening News, a grainy photo beneath the headline – Life for local man jailed for cowardly murder. He had resembled a gorilla with his five o'clock shadow and hunched shoulders, and nothing like the dad she’d once adored. She had kicked over the stand and stamped on it until the shopkeeper shouted abuse at her. Later, she had gone home and opened her two presents: a see-through plastic bag of make-up to hide her “ridiculous amount of acne” – Deidre said this to Ellen’s face – and a Barbie doll from Uncle Tim, who had forgotten she wasn’t a little girl, although at least he had tried.

She had experienced a string of social workers in rapid succession and had presented, in a highly orchestrated manner, enough worrying issues for them. It wasn’t always nice attention. Their patience had dwindled when she had played up, and consequently she had been sent to a special unit for a month to learn, as her social worker had framed it, more about herself. Ellen had found out nothing she hadn’t already known – she was very good at keeping secrets.

Freddie, far from berating her about her lie, was very sympathetic to her circumstances. He had immediately bounced a message back clearly stating she was a victim, just like anyone else. A victim of her father's wrongdoing. An indirect victim, but one nevertheless. His reassurance was astounding. She poured out her fears, her hatred and loneliness to Freddie and he absorbed it all without judging her.

After exchanging messages with Freddie, she had built sufficient trust and revealed who her father was and where she lived, the name of the town, not her actual address – she wasn’t that stupid. Freddie had gone silent for a while, which upset and worried her. She had paced her pokey bedroom, ignored her mother's calls for dinner, and prayed he wouldn't block her. He had replied to her message a few days later, apologising for not responding; he had been out of the country and busy. He had set about reassuring Ellen that she was special, and her opinions mattered, and she shouldn't allow anyone else to convince her otherwise, especially her mother.

Her friend was so unlike her parents. He sent her “listening” messages – open-ended questions followed by soft advice. He referred to her as sweetie. A strange endearment because from anyone else, it would have been creepy. It helped that Freddie Z, as he was known on Facebook, was a trained counsellor who ran a victim support group. Somehow, unlike the social workers she shunned, he knew how to handle Ellen, who struggled to accept that her destiny had been determined by her father stabbing a man to death. When that poor sod's heart had been pierced by the blade, hers had been too.

From then on, she had relinquished her maternally depleted mother of any semblance of parental responsibility and gave it to Freddie. He read her messages, which he insisted she use in an encrypted service, and he answered them in a considerate fashion, but not always immediately. He teased out her ambitions, especially her love of history and archaeology. And her fears.

She had dreaded visiting days. Mark used to tag along, but after he had left home he insisted on going on his own, if he bothered to go at all. On her last visit, approaching the imposing prison gates, she had nearly retched. Hearing the keys clang and the doors slam behind them, she had been convinced she would be shut in with those violent men and left there as some kind of punishment for keeping her secret, the one Mark knew nothing about. Ellen had been watched the whole way by security cameras and the gnarled men with their faded tattoos and creased uniforms. In the visitors’ room, they had ogled her breasts; the one part of her that seemed to grow disproportionately to the rest of her shapeless body.

‘Remember he's innocent,’ Deidre had whispered.

‘Then why is he still here?’

After that awful encounter with her father, who hadn’t looked her in the eyes and bundled cigarette packets into his pockets, Ellen decided she wouldn’t visit him anymore.

She had spent the last summer holiday in Manchester volunteering for a local archaeology trust that excavated urban sites; something worthwhile and enjoyable, and the time away from Deidre had brought her into adulthood with the belief her fate lay in her own hands and nobody else's. Freddie had suggested she leave home and seek out the excitement of London, and new adventures. Get out and meet people, he had typed.

She had packed her bags on her eighteenth birthday, any hope of studying archaeology shattered by the
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